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Adolescents who struggle with the academic literacy demands of high school have often 
experienced years of frustration and even failure with literacy learning.  School districts 
are now accountable for making sure all students achieve a prescribed level of 
proficiency as measured by standardized and performance assessments.  How can 
educators best help adolescents who struggle with literacy reach a level of proficiency 
that will facilitate their success not only on standardized tests, but will also help them 
become engaged citizens of our democracy?  The purpose of this study was to listen 
closely to high school students who were identified as struggling readers early in their 
experience with school.  The intent was to gain insight about how these students view 
themselves as readers and learners.  Understanding this about students can inform 
effective literacy instruction and intervention. Three students in my high school Reading 
Enrichment class agreed to participate in this case study research.  I conducted multiple 
interviews with each student and took observation notes both in and outside of class. I 
also collected students’ artifacts.  The data was first analyzed for each case. Then, 
through cross-case analysis of the educational biographies of all three participants, three 
	  
themes were identified that were present in all cases:  the impact of elementary school 
literacy instruction and interventions, the importance to literacy interventions of a 
relationship with teachers based on mutual respect, and how standardized test-driven 
literacy instruction and interventions shapes students’ experience with literacy and with 
school.  Implications for teachers, school administrators and policy makers are discussed 
as well as possibilities for future teacher-researcher case study research.  
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Preface 
Lest I Forget . . . Schools and classrooms are busy places, and teachers begin 
every work week immersed in what needs to be accomplished academically by their 
students, as well as in what is left to be done from previous weeks.  Planning, changing 
plans, assessing students, evaluating those assessments, teaching lessons, checking for 
understanding, thinking ahead to what the afternoon or evening’s extra-duty obligation 
might be.  Time is of the essence and there is never enough time.  The personhood of 
teachers and students can get overlooked during the shuffle of priorities. 
In this busy world of education, the words, “know your students” have 
unfortunately become cliché and somewhat trivialized.  Of course teachers and 
administrators understand it is important to know our students, but what exactly does that 
mean?  All too often the scores students receive on their standardized assessments have 
become the criterion by which teachers are expected to know their students. Students’ 
strengths and weaknesses – all the data is nicely printed out, everything categorized in 
data groups on an easily accessed, easy to read document.  
If this is the only way we “know” our students, we are rendering them a terrible 
disservice. In my experience school climate began to reflect a more depersonalized, 
testing focused, data-driven atmosphere since public education took on a business model 
of operation over the past 20 – 25 years.  Students are now viewed as the “product” of 
our public education system, and subtle efforts to standardize children as we have 
standardized curricula concern me.  
	  
Resisting standardization takes effort on the part of teachers and administrators, 
but it is necessary effort lest we forget that the children we work for are as individual as 
snowflakes that drift down from the winter sky and blanket fields in winter.  It is far too 
easy to be lulled into believing that a one-size-fits all approach is the most cost-efficient 
and time-efficient way to approach the education of our students.  It is also quite easy 
then to make a leap of judgment and assume that if a prescribed approach is not working 
with a student there must be something wrong with the student, not the curricula or the 
teaching methods.  We do not work for the companies who produce curricula.  Good 
teachers show up every day for their students because these students need the best we can 
offer as creative, informed, engaged educators.   
Those involved in every facet of education must begin to include students’ voices, 
especially the voices of the students who struggle academically, in the decisions made 
about how we approach their education.  We cannot assume that what is true for one 
child is true for the next, and what works well with one group of students will work well 
for a population of students in a different school, or for individual students who struggle 
with academic expectations. Standardized tests and assessments do have value and use, 
but do provide important information about the stories of the students who sit in our 
classrooms each day.  Lest I forget . . . it is my hope that the stories of the three students 
who participated in my study will help us all remember that it is the students we work for.  
Their individual needs cannot be forgotten.
i 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 
Listening to the Voice of Students who Struggle with Academic Literacy 
During the fall semester of 2011, I had a brief moment of insight with a 15-year-
old junior who was enrolled in both my English I and English II classes because he had 
previously failed both classes. I realize now this was a formative experience that provided 
the catalyst to produce the questions, or problem of practice, that informed my doctoral 
studies.  This experience led to my decision to develop the three case studies that are the 
heart of my dissertation. 
On an ordinary October day, Cooper, tall and rather hulking with dark brown hair, 
navigated the route to his desk at the back of the room without interacting with any of the 
other students who were chatting and jostling their way to their own desks. I took roll as a 
few students, hair still wet from quick showers after P.E class, darted in just after the 
tardy bell. Meanwhile, Cooper retrieved a book, along with the folder that held his 
reading log, from a shelf near my desk and settled into his assigned desk, which was next 
to mine. With his long legs stretched out to the side, he found his place in the book, 
reached over and selected a pencil from the container on my desk, and bent over his 
book, Tyrell, by Coe Booth (2007).  With his hands over his ears he began to read.   
While Cooper read, I facilitated a review of a recently completed vocabulary test 
with the rest of the students, and then started them in a discussion of an assigned short 
story, The Most Dangerous Game (Connell, 1924).  Later that morning this scene with 
Cooper and his book repeated itself in my English II class as I worked with the other 
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students in this class as they planned and developed persuasive essays.  When the bell 
rang at the end of English II, the room cleared quickly as the students hurried to get to the 
cafeteria for lunch.  Except Cooper.  He flipped ahead, saw that he had just one more 
page to finish the chapter, glanced at the clock, and kept reading.   
The room was very quiet as I gathered the books and materials I needed for my 
senior dual-credit College English class meeting right after lunch. When Cooper finished 
the chapter and got up to put his things back on the shelf, I mentioned how impressed I 
was with how focused he has been while reading this book.  With a rueful smile, tapping 
his chest with the closed book, he replied, “Ms. M, this book is about me.”   
I looked at him quizzically, and asked him what he meant. Cooper gave me a 
brief, halting account of how he connected with the main character of the book, Tyrell, a 
15 year old who lived with his mother and 7-year-old brother in a homeless shelter in 
Harlem.  Cooper is white and has never been homeless, nevertheless, he told me how his 
life experience mirrored some of the difficulties and issues that Tyrell deals with in the 
story. Tyrell’s mother is often spaced out on drugs and ignores her sons.  Cooper’s 
mother struggles with financial and emotional issues and a physical disability that was a 
result of a personal tragedy years before. Tyrell is tempted by the easy money he could 
make selling drugs on the street, but resists this and comes up with legal ways to earn 
money so he does not risk arrest and leaving his little brother with no one to care for him.  
Cooper pointed to the probation ankle bracelet barely visible under the cuff of his 
low-slung jeans and explained how he is trying to cope with the consequences of his 
choice to turn to theft as a way to get money buy cigarettes, alcohol, and marijuana.  The 
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main character in the book does his best to live differently from other boys growing up on 
the mean streets of Harlem. Cooper told me that he wanted to get his life together too.  
He said he was learning from Tyrell’s struggles that people can change and do not have 
to stay on a negative path through life. 
His account was brief and poignant, likely the most I have ever heard Cooper 
express about anything he had read in one of my classes. It was one of those moments of 
textual connection that you hope for as a teacher. As he left the room, I thought to myself, 
“Wow, he is reading this book, and he gets it.”  By this I mean he is reading the book for 
a purpose not defined by just mastering isolated skills connected to standardized tests, but 
reading to think, to learn, and to grow. Cooper might not be able to articulate this 
complex purpose for his reading, but when I listened to his account of how the 
experiences of the character Tyrell spoke to him, I realized that perhaps for the first time 
since I had known him as his teacher his experience with reading was providing him with 
knowledge and information he could use to have a positive influence on his life. 
Why Differentiate Instruction for Cooper? 
My approach to my instruction for Cooper in my English classes came as a result 
of a mindful attempt to pay attention to how my students who struggle with academic 
literacy experience school.  I particularly began to be aware of their responses to the more 
complex academic literacy expectations of high school, and then to adapt my instruction 
to meet their needs. These expectations include how well students can connect new 
information to their existing knowledge, how they determine whether they understand the 
text they read, and whether they can interpret the text and draw logical conclusions.  
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I began doctoral study and research because I sensed that what happens in many 
secondary classrooms fails to match the literacy needs of adolescent students who 
struggle with academic literacy.  I wanted to find out why I was seeing, after more than 
25 years of teaching English, what appeared to be a growing number of students who are 
able to read but struggle with and resist academic reading.  I also wanted to find out 
whether other teachers and researchers were seeing the same trend.  I wanted to 
understand better ways to facilitate instruction for students who, like Cooper, had 
developed patterns of resisting academic reading and to hopefully reverse this trend.  I 
wanted to listen to my students who struggled with literacy expectations and about what 
they had to say about their experience with school and with the methods of instruction 
they experienced.   
 As I researched various aspects of adolescent literacy I learned that there are 
multi-layered reasons why adolescents struggle with academic reading.  Some students 
struggle with fluency (Lewis & Reader, 2009) or with difficult text structure (Wilhelm & 
Smith, 2007).  Others resist academic reading because the content does not capture their 
interest (Lenters, 2006). Students who struggle with academic reading often do not have 
an extensive knowledge of vocabulary, lack the ability to decode difficult words and have 
few strategies to figure out what words mean (Curtis, 2004). The reasons inevitably 
involve the individual student’s experience and academic biography in reading 
instruction.  
I had this research in mind when I looked at my class schedule for the upcoming 
school year in 2011-2012.  When I saw that Cooper would be repeating both English I 
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and English II, classes I taught that he had previously failed, I wondered whether it made 
any sense for me to repeat methods and curricula with him that had not worked for him 
twice before. Like all of my regular education students, Cooper is clearly capable of 
learning and able to read in the conventional sense, however, he had not passed an 
English class since 6th grade. I approached my principal before school began that year to 
get her support to try a different approach with him.  She agreed in large part because 
after having tried for a year to work with Cooper and his parents to improve his academic 
performance, she had run out of strategies to try with him. 
 On the first day of the school year I sat down with Cooper and explained that he 
would be reading books he selected for himself.  If he could not find books in the school 
library that interested him I told him we would search for titles and obtain them through 
inter-library loan. I had recently taken a class in young adult literature and the text, 
Literature for Today’s Young Adults (Nilsen & Donelson, 2008) has hundreds of book 
titles and accompanying synopses of these books from various genres and topics from 
which to select.  
Since Cooper would physically be in my English I and II classroom but pursuing 
a personalized course of study, we worked out a system of communicating both from 
home and in the classroom through an educational website called Edmodo (Edmodo, 
n.d.). This interactive online teaching application uses a format similar to a popular social 
media site and facilitates communication between teachers and students.  
At first Cooper was ambivalent about finding books to read. I realized that he 
needed to have the process of searching for a book that would be of interest modeled for 
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him, because it wasn’t something he had much experience with. He had no favorite 
authors and had never learned how to search by topic. I suggested that he try reading a 
graphic novel, Pedro and Me, by Judd Winick, a book I had recently read for my summer 
class.   
Cooper agreed to read this book because he said the graphic illustrations appealed 
to him.  While he was reading the book he began to open up a bit and we communicated, 
both through the medium of Edmodo, and in brief face-to-face conversations, about the 
sensitive subject matter of the book, a true story of a young gay man and his unsuccessful 
battle with AIDS.  However, when Cooper selected and began to read Tyrell, and later 
Bronxwood, both by Coe Booth (2007, 2011), I realized that something had clicked for 
him.   
Bronxwood is Booth’s (2011) sequel to Tyrell (2007). Both books are raw in their 
depictions of the consequences of absentee parents, teen sex, drug use and poverty, and 
the stories are told in the frank, expletive rich inner city street language of adolescents. In 
spite of having grown up in a small town in the Midwest, Cooper evidently felt a 
connection to the world and people portrayed in these books, and in two months I saw 
him read with more concentration than in the previous two years I had had him in class. 
This connection he felt with these stories helped me know Cooper the person a 
little bit better.  Among other issues, I realized he was trying to establish his place in a 
world where he had little guidance from the adults in his life at home, and little respect 
for what counsel he received from the adults he encountered in school.  This knowledge 
helped me understand how important it was for me to continue to work to establish an 
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atmosphere of mutual trust in order for Cooper to be able to improve his academic work.  
I sensed that this would not be an easy task, but nothing would be gained if I did not try. 
My Problem of Practice  
My experience with Cooper was one of a number of experiences I have had with 
students who struggle with academic literacy that reinforced my understanding that how a 
teacher approaches his/her work with these students is critical to whether they experience 
success. The questions that triggered the foundation of my study are: How can I help 
students in my classes who struggle with academic literacy? How do these students view 
themselves as readers and as learners, and how does this impact their learning? How can 
knowing this about my students inform my approach to aiding them in gaining skill in 
academic literacy?  
Parker Palmer’s words, in The Courage to Teach (Palmer & Scribner, 2007), 
resonate with me because of his understanding of the importance of experiencing the 
world as it is, not as we see it based on our own limited experience and biases that often 
result from our experience.  Palmer points out, “We cannot see what is ‘out there’ merely 
by looking around.  Everything depends on the lenses through which we view the world.  
By putting on new lenses, we can see things that would otherwise remain invisible” (p. 
26). I knew of some of the difficulties Cooper dealt with in school.  I had heard other 
teachers speak of him as a “lazy waste of space” and as someone who “our tax dollars 
would be paying for the rest of his life.”  I was not sure if he had ever experienced a 
mutually respectful relationship with a teacher, and it was clear to me that I needed to 
look at Cooper through a lens different from what these other teachers used in order to 
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find a better way to support his literacy needs.  I needed to view Cooper and other 
students who struggle with academic literacy as individuals of worth and as students who 
deserve the best instruction I can provide that would meet their individual needs. 
There is no ignoring the fact that high school students who struggle with literacy 
can be challenging to teach. From my experience teaching English I have had a number 
of students who resist any engagement with literacy expectations and rarely prepare for 
class.  During the class time I provide for students to read assigned literature, or to work 
on vocabulary assignments and other activities, these students are often restless. They 
might get up to sharpen a pencil, get a tissue to blow their nose, sign out to use the 
restroom, see the school nurse, or claim the need to check with the coach about an 
upcoming game. Not only does this avoidance behavior keep these students from doing 
their assignments, it also can disrupt the classroom environment by distracting others in 
the class. 
Often, these students’ test scores indicate that they read below grade level.  I am 
not surprised.  I have proctored several standardized testing sessions for students, and 
watched as some randomly filled in the bubbles and closed their test booklets long before 
the allotted time was up. Observing students who struggle with academic literacy interact 
with these tests taught me that there is “A difference between what you can measure and 
what you want to know” (McArdle, 2014).  Because some students choose not to engage 
with standardized tests, their test scores do not reflect much valid information about their 
academic ability.   
9 
	  
In reality, by their nature, standardized test scores provide limited information 
about what educators need to know about the young people in our schools who crowd the 
hallways between classes, and who sit in our classrooms with varying degrees of interest 
(Ravitch, 2010).  Only students can provide us with information we need to know.  Their 
experiences with school and their voices are important, and we must learn to listen to 
their unique stories in order to gain the valuable insights they have to offer us about how 
to best meet their individual academic literacy needs - insights impossible to gain from 
simply looking at test scores.   
The Background of Why I Pursued My Study 
Finding efficacious ways to address literacy deficits in adolescents is challenging 
and this challenge does not lend itself to tidy solutions.  Because of time constraints that 
teachers experience and budget constraints that school districts face, school officials find 
it tempting to turn to easily implemented and readily assessed scripted interventions.   My 
district was no exception.  In 2009, recognizing the need for additional support for 
students who struggled with academic literacy, my principal asked me to teach a reading 
intervention class for high school students. Because I had no previous experience with 
teaching students how to read he sent me to several training sessions for marketed 
curricula that area professional development coordinators assured him would provide a 
scientifically based, cost effective curriculum for the proposed reading intervention class. 
Two training sessions were held at our area Educational Service Unit, and one at Boys 
Town in Omaha, NE. An espoused benefit to one of these programs was that it was not 
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necessary for schools to provide certified teachers to implement the program.  Anyone 
could administer the script and therefore more students could be served, minimizing cost.   
This was my first introduction to “teacher-proof packages wherein the preference 
is for noncontamination by teachers’ presence” (Aoki, 1992, p. 24). When I heard the 
trainer express that professionally certified teachers were not necessary to successfully 
raise student test scores it went against every instinct I had about the role of professional 
teachers in working with struggling students.  Why would any teacher or administrator 
feel it is a benefit to turn over the education of students who need the best instruction to 
people who only need to know how to read a script? 
I experienced three different trainings about how to administer three different 
scripted or direct instruction approaches to reading intervention that were conducted by 
individuals who were paid and trained by the companies who developed and marketed 
the curricula.  These interventions were Corrective Reading (Corrective Reading, 2008), 
REWARDS (REWARDS n.d.), and Reading is FAME (Curtis & Longo, 1999). I 
recognized some merit in these methods, for example REWARDS (Reading Excellence 
Word Attack and Rate Development Strategies) claims to help students attain strategies 
to learn meanings of new multisyllabic words. I understand and accept that word 
recognition and fluency are both important facets of academic literacy (DeVries, 2011; 
Caldwell & Leslie 2013). However, none of the three addressed the reality that different 
learners have different needs, and Corrective Reading and REWARDS are highly 
scripted, disallowing teacher discretion in how they are implemented. 
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Reflecting the prevailing testing culture in education, all of the programs I was 
introduced to also included standardized assessments that are to be administered regularly 
to chart students’ progress in the covered skills. Narrow approaches to reading 
intervention that focus solely on easily tested skill sets fail to address the fact that 
determining whether a student has achieved a sufficient level of academic literacy 
involves much more than looking at a score on an assessment.   
Higher level thinking skills such as analyzing, evaluating, and synthesizing as 
noted by Underwood and Pearson (2004) as necessary to perform “the higher order 
cognitive work required for deep learning of content through reading” (p. 136), are 
difficult to assess in the multiple choice question format found on standardized tests 
(Gallagher, 2009; Moore & Cunningham, 2006). Complicating the situation, research 
indicates that for many adolescents there is a growing lack of connection between the 
literacies of their daily lives and the literacy expectations of high school, and post-
secondary education (Alvermann, 2009).  For example, adolescents busy with the 
demands of instant messaging, web browsing and online chatting have little patience with 
reading traditional text, especially if they struggle with this form of reading, a skill that 
continues to be necessary in academic literacy (p. 21).  Helping struggling students 
develop more sophisticated text reading ability is critical. 
Another concern I had was that none of the curricula took into consideration the 
individuality of students, and were designed for an adult to administer to a group of 
students all at the same time and at the same pace. When I questioned one of the trainers 
about adapting the script to the needs of individual students, she became visibly frustrated 
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with me, and told me quite firmly that following the script and methods with fidelity was 
vital to student success.  I became convinced that if I used any of these commercially 
produced curricula as my only method of literacy intervention it would not meet the 
needs of the students I knew would be candidates for enrollment in my class.  Using a 
scripted intervention and drilling students on specific reading skill sets would not make 
them want to read.  Students need to experience methods and learn strategies that can 
help them develop identities as readers and as students. 
The importance of students having an academic identity.  For adolescents, 
developing academic literacy skills facilitates their ability to establish an academic 
identity, or a sense of themselves as “studious, intellectual kinds of people who connect 
with school” (Moore & Cunningham, 2006, p. 139).  Adolescents need to be able to 
participate in academic activities with confidence and assurance in order to develop the 
skills and emotional maturity needed to succeed in college and/or a job or a profession. 
Far too often, students will compensate for low academic literacy ability rather than work 
to improve it (Springer, Wilson, & Dole, 2014). 
Students who struggle can also experience school as an unfriendly, even 
threatening environment.  To avoid experiencing failure students often develop 
sophisticated avoidance/resistance techniques as part of their academic agency, the 
choices and decisions they make about how and in what way they interact with the 
academic expectations of high school (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009; Moore & 
Cunningham, 2006).  These choices often include their (and their parents) finding 
creative ways to get the grade that will allow them to pass classes, but over time these 
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avoidance techniques exacerbate the difficulties struggling students have with academic 
expectations.  
Situations such as Cooper’s involve students virtually shutting down. When I 
planned interventions for him I had to consider much more than what his dismal 
standardized test scores indicated about his reading ability. Providing a learning 
environment where struggling students can develop positive academic agency and gain 
the confidence needed to make constructive choices that will enhance their academic 
identity and literacy should be an integral element of secondary school reading 
intervention programs.  
Since none of the scripted intervention programs for which I received training 
provided this scope, I asked my principal if I could design a personalized approach to the 
reading intervention class. He agreed and I began to search to know more about 
comprehensive approaches of support for students who struggle with academic literacy.  
This search eventually led me to doctoral study at the University of Nebraska – Lincoln, 
in CPED, the Carnegie Project on the Educational Doctorate. With the guidance of and 
collaboration with professors and other doctoral students I began a journey of discovery.   
Research Questions  
My initial research focused on learning about the many effective methods of 
reading intervention for adolescents so I could personalize interventions for students’ 
individual literacy needs. This study of methods and strategies informed both my 
classroom teaching, and the development of my reading intervention class for secondary 
students, which I called Reading Enrichment. This study of methods and strategies that 
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work well with adolescents led me to literature that focuses on the complex aspects of 
adolescent literacy. Chapter 2 is a survey of research on adolescent literacy as well as 
research that explores the effects on literacy education of the No Child Left Behind 
legislation, and research that applies to student motivation.  Understanding what 
motivates students is an important element of understanding how to support those who 
have experienced years of frustration with academic expectations.  
In the NCLB data-driven environment of public education, the idea of how 
important it is to develop an understanding of how students experience school has been 
pushed aside by the focus on assessments and on the claims of commercially produced 
reading and literacy programs.  I discovered that no matter how effective an intervention 
program is deemed, based on the claims of those who market curricula with what they 
present as scientific research, individual students’ results may not reflect the curriculum’s 
touted level of effectiveness, regardless of whether the curriculum is delivered with 
fidelity (Allington, 2013).  A one-size-fits all approach to literacy instruction does not 
have research to support its effectiveness (Allington 2013).   
Determining what approach will work best for each student demands a critical 
first step of learning to know our students.  Learning about students’ backgrounds, 
personalities and learning preferences takes the emphasis away from test results and gives 
teachers the insights needed to provide each student with the best education possible, 
including support for individual learning needs.  
Gaining knowledge about individual students’ experience, especially those 
students who struggle with and resist academic reading and writing, leads me to the 
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question: How do these students view themselves as readers and learners?  Exploring this 
can “affirm and actively sponsor the voices of the student, voices that have long been 
absent from educational research and policy” (Dhunpath, 2000, p. 544).  Chapter 3 
surveys the process and the value of qualitative teacher research as an avenue of 
understanding the student experience.  “Almost by definition, teacher research is case 
study – the unit of analysis is typically the individual child, the classroom, or the school” 
(Lytle & Cochran-Smith, 1992, p. 466, as cited in Rust, 2009, pp. 1883-1884). 
Developing case studies of the students we teach is a natural way to approach 
understanding students as learners and to use this information to facilitate effective 
instruction for each student. 
Organization of the Study 
Based upon what I have learned from my experience with students like Cooper 
who struggle with academic literacy, I chose to explore how I could best help current and 
future students enrolled in my Reading Enrichment class. After I selected students from 
the class who agreed to participate in my study, I felt it was important to understand how 
each of the participants viewed himself as a reader and as a learner in order to gain 
insight into how I could best address their literacy needs.  I decided to gain this 
knowledge through the method of case study research and to focus on their perceptions of 
their experiences with school and with literacy instruction and expectations. 
Case studies, written in the form of narrative educational biographies of three 
students from my Reading Enrichment class, comprise Chapters 4-6.  The stories of Sam, 
Cody, and Steve are constructed from extensive personal interviews conducted in the 
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spring semester of 2013, along with field notes and artifacts from the same time period. 
Because of the inherent nature of student/teacher connections in small rural schools, I 
interacted with these students every day, both in and outside of school and during extra-
curricular activities.  Thus I was able to include informal perceptions of each in their 
educational biographies. These narrative educational biographies are “a kind of heuristic 
device that speaks directly to familiar nearby concerns, even as it raises questions about 
them” (Barone & Eisner, 2006, p. 98).  As the core of a cross case study analysis, the 
biographies examine how each student perceives his experiences with school and how 
each understands his motivation to succeed academically in an area where he has been 
labeled as struggling.  Their voices are framed within the context of research that 
examines the curricula and interventions that schools adopt to address students’ reading 
deficits because of the ever present focus on testing as a way to evaluate student literacy 
success.  
Participants 
Sam.  Sam, a skilled athlete, is a 17 year-old sophomore who, in spite of a 
tremendous sense of self-motivation in many aspects of his life, struggles with reading 
comprehension and with composing the writing assignments required in some of his high 
school classes. His long-term goals include attending a four-year college, and he is aware 
that he needs to improve his academic literacy skills.  He decided to sign up for Reading 
Enrichment as a way to facilitate his desire to improve academically. 
Cody. Cody is a tall, quiet, shy 16 year-old who raises prize-winning cattle on his 
family’s farm.  Cody is a sophomore who actually enjoys reading books that interest him, 
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but struggles to comprehend academic texts.  Cody needs time to be able to read at his 
own pace, and when he gets frustrated with assignments he tends to give up.  He took 
Reading Enrichment as a freshman, and decided to take it a second year so he could 
continue to benefit from individualized literacy support and to gain more confidence in 
his academic literacy skills. 
Steve. Steve is a freshman.  He is a quiet, sensitive, intelligent 15 year old who 
says he loves listening to and playing music, skateboarding, BMX racing, and playing 
football.  Steve has experienced school in both urban and rural districts and struggles 
with academic reading and writing expectations, primarily because he says the subjects 
do not interest him, so he feels little motivation to complete assignments. 
Insights from Case Study Research 
These three case studies provide for a cross-case study analysis that examines 
three common themes that emerged from the case study students’ experience. The first of 
these themes examines each student’s perception of his elementary experiences with 
academic literacy and how these experiences influenced his motivation to perform well 
academically in high school. A second common theme that emerged was whether the 
students’ perceived experience with the academic expectations of school and with their 
teachers is positive and nurturing, and how this shaped their performance.  The final 
thread examines how these students’ literacy experiences were shaped by something 
completely out of their control.  This thread addresses the impact of the assessment 
driven literacy curriculum that was chosen by their school district because of the 
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emphasis on standardized assessments that emerged after the No Child Left Behind 
legislation.  
Chapter 8, the conclusion of this dissertation, discusses how teachers who work 
with struggling students can use the insights gained from this study to explore a 
comprehensive, individualized approach to instruction and intervention by implementing 
methods and strategies that focus on the specific needs of each student.  The discussion of 
this study will also inform administrators and policy makers and provide them with 
insight about how academic and school policy decisions affect the learning experiences 
of students who struggle with academic expectations.  It invites the reader to understand 
what can be gained from listening to the students we are committed to serve. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Why Study the Academic Literacy Lives of Three Rural High School Boys? 
 I made my decision to examine the literacy experiences of three students who 
were identified as struggling with academic literacy because of my search for efficacious 
ways to facilitate the academic growth of all my students who struggle with academic 
literacy.  The search for ways to help adolescents who struggle with academic literacy is 
one that is the subject of a body of scholarly research based on concerns about adolescent 
literacy that includes works by Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, and Morris (2008), Beers (2003), 
Gallagher (2009), Jetton and Dole (2004), Beers, Probst, and Rief (2007), and 
Christenbury, Bomer, and Smagorinsky (2009).  These works are among those I will 
examine in my literature review. 
I also chose to focus on the lived school experience of struggling students as a 
way to provide students an opportunity to express their voice about their experience with 
academic literacy, and to provide educators with an opportunity to listen to this voice. 
Many adolescents feel disengaged and sometimes alienated from their teachers and 
school environments because students feel they are often viewed as the source of many 
problems in our schools. “The consequence of this perception is that it limits the 
[academic] expectations not only of adults but also of adolescents” (Mitra (2008), p. 1).  I 
chose to try to find ways to help my students by examining the scholarly research and by 
validating each student’s school experience with academic literacy. I wondered what 
insights I might gain that could inform the methods and strategies I could use to support 
their academic growth. 
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What I learned from the stories of the three students who are the focus of my case 
studies exemplifies the complexities involved when teachers accept the challenge of 
working with adolescents who struggle with the academic expectations of school. For 
example, the stories of Sam, Cody and Steve show us that students who struggle with 
reading do not always come from disadvantaged backgrounds.  All three of these students 
have at least one parent who is a college graduate, and all of them had exposure at a 
young age to books and came from home environments that placed value on reading and 
other forms of literacy.  Nevertheless, all three were labeled as struggling readers very 
early in their school experience. 
  Exploring ideas and strategies that can support the different needs of these 
students, as well as those of struggling students who have their own unique backgrounds 
and experiences with school, is necessary in order to provide the environment conducive 
to these students becoming self-motivated and eventual active, contributing members of 
society.  Students who fail in school are too often unable to find meaningful work and 
contribute to their communities.  Effective instruction is individualized, differentiated and 
personalized.  A critical part of this approach is that teachers must be allowed to take the 
time to know their students, to listen to the voice of their students’ experience.  There are 
no easy answers– no one size fits all solutions – but all students deserve and have the 
right to the instruction that allows them to become academically literate. 
A Review of Literature on Adolescent Literacy 
 Academic literacy goes beyond simply the ability to read and write.  Academic 
literacy involves gaining the ability to develop a sense of fitting in as a student who can 
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participate in the scholarly activities of school with confidence and assurance.  One 
explanation of this concept recognizes academic literacy as students “making sense of a 
variety of codes – symbolic, visual, oral and embodied . . . [that] is central to being part 
of a [learning] community” (Moje et al., 2008, p. 109).  Students who do not acquire 
competence in these codes are vulnerable in a system of education that can be ill 
equipped to genuinely support students who struggle.   
Reading curricula and interventions for adolescents.  The quest of educators to 
help individual students gain full academic literacy is overshadowed by the fact that 
district policy makers are driven by the need to produce students who can score well on 
standardized assessments (Ravitch, 2010).  In a search for methods that can economically 
serve as many struggling students as possible, districts often turn to commercially 
packaged scripted curricula that focus on specific, easily tested reading as methods to 
address students’ literacy needs (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999). The companies that market 
these curricula claim that if teachers or aides use the curricula with fidelity, (the degree to 
which the program is to be implemented as intended by the program developer, including 
the quality of implementation) districts will see significant upward growth in students’ 
test scores (Allington, 2013).   
Examples of scripted curricula that I was introduced to in training sessions when I 
was asked to teach a high school level reading intervention class are marketed for use 
with adolescents who score below grade level in reading. These curricula include 
Corrective Reading (Corrective Reading, 2008), REWARDS [Reading Excellence Word 
Attack and Rate Development Strategies] (REWARDS, n.d.), and Reading is FAME 
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[Foundations Adventures Mastery Explorations] (Curtis & Longo, 1999). There are, 
however, unintended consequences of such instructional methods, methods that actually 
disallow teachers from using different strategies to suit the needs of individual students 
(Allington, 2013; Au 2010). Among these consequences is that students can suffer both 
personally and academically, because the intervention is not designed to address their 
specific needs.  
Recently there has been a resurgence of the use of commercially prepared core 
elementary reading programs, as school districts attempt to meet assessment goals 
(Allington, 2013).  The What Works Clearinghouse, however, has not been able to find 
and include any reliable studies of the 153 core reading programs that support their 
exclusive use as a delivery of effective reading lessons for children (Allington, 2013). 
Elish-Piper, Matthews, and Risko (2013) indicate that many teachers are concerned about 
how scripted curricula and commercially produced intervention programs leave them 
“feeling disempowered and disconnected from their students. Students spoke of feeling 
absent or invisible in the school literacy instruction and activities” (Elish-Piper et al. 
2013, p. 5).  This atmosphere is not conducive to meeting the needs of struggling students 
(Risko, 2013). 
According to my observations of the implementation of the scripted regular 
education reading/literacy curriculum that is used in the elementary classrooms of the 
school district where I taught, instructional time for this program takes up 90 minutes of 
each school day. The delivery method is highly scripted and regimented, so teachers have 
little time to address any personal, individual literacy needs of their students. 
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Depersonalizing education in this way does not create classroom climates that are 
interesting or enriched, so students who need the most support become less and less 
connected to their school experience (Elish-Piper et al. 2013).   
Making sure that students are connected to their school experience is a 
responsibility of school districts. If students have difficulty with academic reading and 
writing, it is their basic human right that schools provide them with the attention and 
instruction that each student needs (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009). This instruction 
should be appropriate for the individual student, not generic, depersonalized instruction. 
“Reading instruction effectiveness lies not with a single program or method but, rather, 
with a teacher who thoughtfully and analytically integrates various programs, materials, 
and methods as the situation demands” (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999, p. 11).  Students who 
struggle with academic literacy need teachers who are empowered with the knowledge of 
and experience with strategies and activities that will support their students’ needs.  
Students also need teachers who have the time and the intent to know their students as 
individuals, and who are able to respect each unique adolescent.  
Fostering students’ positive academic agency and identity.  A factor that 
practitioners must also consider is that if students enter high school with what the system 
views as significant deficits in their ability to read and comprehend increasingly difficult 
content area texts, they may also have difficulty making sense of the purpose of assigned 
readings.  A lack of interest in the reading material is a reason most adolescents give as to 
why they resist academic reading (Lenters, 2006).  Disinterest in subject matter can 
exacerbate the problem of not comprehending what they read with adolescents who have 
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not developed an understanding of the purpose of gaining knowledge about certain 
subjects.  Because of this, struggling students often develop very sophisticated avoidance 
and/or resistance techniques. This avoidance and resistance compounds the difficulties 
these students have with academic expectations.  
Additionally, students who struggle can see school as an unfriendly, sometimes 
even threatening environment (Moore & Cunningham, 2006).  As a result of years of 
experiencing failure, the aforementioned avoidance techniques and resistance behaviors 
become part of their academic agency, or choices and decisions they make about how and 
in what way they interact with the academic expectations of high school. Many students 
who enter high school still struggling to read and write adequately have already 
experienced years of negative feedback (Greenleaf & Hichman, 2009). Without 
individualized support students may shut down when they are asked to undertake yet 
another assignment they perceive as difficult when they lack a self-perception of 
competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
In their research on the importance of students developing positive academic 
agency, Moore and Cunningham (2006) explain that when students choose not to 
complete an assignment, or choose not to study for a test, at the time they make the 
choice, the decision makes perfect sense to them.  “Educators need not work to create 
agency.  Youth already enact agency, with or without permission or instruction” (p. 141). 
Students desire academic agency, or being able to have more control over what they read 
and at what pace (Lenters, 2006).  When adolescents enact this agency, as educators we 
hope that the choices they make relative to their academic identity, or their sense of self 
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as students who connect with the scholastic aspects of high school, is agency that 
positively promotes the academic facet of their identity.   
Teenagers are social beings and high school is a time when students experiment 
with their identity, trying to find one that fits (Lesko, 1996).  A student who struggles 
with reading and writing may choose to adopt an academic identity that will actually 
impede his/her progress in improving the literacy skills that are needed to succeed in 
school.  Students who do not claim a positive academic identity may choose not to 
participate in class, not to complete assignments, and in a worst case scenario, may drop 
out of school altogether (Moore and Cunningham, 2006). 
What educators can and must do is to accept this reality about teenagers, and 
explore ways to provide a trusting environment for all students and to guide them into 
making informed choices and decisions. For teachers who are working with struggling 
readers, the first step in providing a positive environment built on mutual trust is for 
teachers to gain insight about their students (Alvermann, 2009; Mitra 2008). This insight 
should not be based solely on the knowledge that some students have low-test scores, but 
to identify them as unique, complex individuals, and to recognize that each has an 
important story of his/her experience with school.  This understanding can help teachers 
implement the best methods to help facilitate the motivation each student needs to seek 
significant improvements in their academic literacy, and academic identity (Moje et al, 
2008). 
Knowing and appreciating what makes students tick is fundamental to developing 
a healthy teacher/student connection. If teachers view teenagers as people who need to be 
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“subdued, disciplined and managed” (Lesko, 1996, p. 460), this can exacerbate resistance 
behavior.  Instead, if educators choose to respect adolescents as individuals living in their 
own time, they can offer constructive guidance, and help them assume responsibility for 
their behavior and for their learning.   
The impact on instruction of the focus on standardized assessments.  
Implementing effective teaching and learning strategies is integral to providing a 
supportive structure to help students read for comprehension. There are also “social and 
affective variables associated with improved motivation and interest in text for older 
readers [that] are part of the heuristic of reading comprehension” (Edmonds et al. 2009, 
p. 264).  Among these variables are the values of the teacher and the student, as well as 
the environment the teacher provides for his/her instruction.  Establishing an environment 
of mutual trust and respect is paramount for real teaching and learning to occur, 
especially in a high school level reading program (Alverman, 2009; Moje et al. 2008).  
The approach of learning to know students’ specific needs and understanding social and 
affective variables, however, is not the focus of current state and national school reform, 
which has led to an almost exclusive focus on data generated by standardized test scores.  
Ravitch (2010) states, “The passage of no Child Left Behind (in 2002) made testing and 
accountability our national education strategy.  Education reformers [state and federal] 
endorsed tests of basic skills as the only possible common ground in education” (p. 30).  
This focus on scores from tests of basic skills as the basis for education reform ignores 
the fact that children and adolescents are complex, active human beings. Student 
academic performance cannot be meaningfully measured by a one-size-fits all assessment 
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(Moore & Cunningham, 2006). When districts adopt an emphasis on testing, teachers 
lose their ability to make professional instructional decisions.  The emphasis becomes 
“teaching skills for tests rather than teaching students in ways that prepare them for their 
lives” (Elish-Piper et al. 2013, p. 9). The only ethical use of standards and assessments is 
their use as a guide for quality instruction, not to use them to judge a student’s academic 
ability.   
Teachers who approach their work with skill and professionalism view standards 
and assessments as useful tools as they teach students who exhibit all levels of academic 
ability (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013). They understand the efficacy of assessments, but 
recognize that they are not the means to an end.   
A real danger of placing the sole emphasis of a program for struggling readers on 
just raising test scores is that it removes teachers from the “conceptual work of teaching, 
relegating teachers to executing rather than conceiving, reflecting, and adapting the 
curriculum” (Elish-Piper et al. 2013, p. 7) to his/her individual students’ needs.  The 
resulting teaching and learning climate is not conducive to students and teachers 
developing personal connections, and too often students do not establish valid 
connections between what they are learning in school with their background knowledge 
or information they use in their personal lives. With no development of background 
knowledge, a key component of reading comprehension strategies is then lost (Beers, 
2003; DeVries, 2011).   
Developing positive connections with students is not dependent upon curricula; 
developing these connections is dependent upon opportunities for good teaching.  
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Allington (2013), Duffy and Hoffman (1999), Beers (2003), and DeVries (2011) also 
support the idea that the critical component of effective reading lessons is the expertise of 
the teacher along with his/her ability to determine what methods work best for the 
individual student. 
The impact on academic literacy of No Child Left Behind.  In my experience, 
the majority of my students have left high school experiencing satisfactory scores on 
ACT tests with a level of academic literacy they needed to succeed in either post-
secondary education or in the job market.  The fact remains, however, that there have 
been and still are students who, for various reasons, enter and leave high school 
struggling to read and understand content area texts. These students struggle with 
developing the ability to analyze, in writing or orally, information that is taught in 
secondary classrooms. Gaps in student performance occur in schools all over the country 
with students who have no mental impairment, or specific learning disability, yet do not 
achieve a level of measured, acceptable academic literacy. 
Because of this, much of the educational reform triggered by the passage of the 
No Child Left Behind Legislation of 2001 (No child left behind, 2002), a reauthorization 
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, was directed toward improving 
the academic literacy skills of all students.  The mandate of this law was that by the year 
2014, all students, regardless of race, gender or socio-economic background, were to 
measure as “proficient” in areas of reading and writing.  One of the guiding ideas behind 
NCLB was that school districts and their teachers would finally be held accountable for 
their students’ performance.  
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Prior to the passage of NCLB, public high schools were not subject to mandated 
federal testing requirements that monitored teacher or district accountability for their 
students’ academic progress in literacy. Schools are now required to administer 
standardized assessments based on challenging state standards to track the performance 
of each student (No child left behind, 2002).  Data from these assessments are 
“disaggregated by poverty levels, race, ethnicities, disabilities and limited English 
proficiency so that no child – regardless of his/her background- is left behind” (p. 9).  
Elementary students are tested every year from grades 3-8, and secondary students must 
be tested at least once during grades 10-12. 
The goals of this legislation, which include “aiming to foster an environment in 
which every child can learn and succeed” (No child left behind, 2002, p. 9) are 
admirable, but the implementation of policy directed toward literacy has not always 
achieved the goal of improving the academic literacy achievement of all students, nor of 
providing an environment in which this can occur (Gallagher, 2009).  NCLB mandated 
that schools implement reading curriculum, teaching methods and strategies that are 
deemed effective by “scientifically based” reading research.  Aoki (1992) notes that the 
use of standardized measurements that are often designed by the same companies that 
market “scientifically research based” reading curriculum to determine whether a school 
is effectively teaching its students to read ignores the humanness that lies at the core of 
education.  Putting a singular emphasis on tests scores tends to devalue teachers and 
create school environments “wherein teachers are mere facilitators to teaching built into 
programmed learning packages” (Aoki, 1992, p. 24).  
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Since the mandated assessments schools are required to administer are 
standardized measures, curriculum and teaching methods in reading instruction began to 
target the easily tested skills found in these standardized measurements, such as decoding 
and fluency. Companies have developed measures of these skills that can be done 
quickly, often in one minute, to monitor students’ progress in acquiring these skills. An 
example of this is DIBELS (Good, R. H., & Kaminski, R. A., 2002).  Pressure to use 
curriculum and strategies that essentially prepare students for these assessments increased 
as the stakes, sometimes in the form of federal and state funding for school districts and 
renewal of teacher contracts, became higher for schools and teachers.  
The consequences for “failing” districts where student test scores do not meet 
“Adequate Yearly Progress” (AYP) for five years in a row, include replacing all or most 
school staff, loss of federal funding, and/or turning over school operations to the state or 
to a private company with a demonstrated record of effectiveness (Au, 2010; Ravitch, 
2010).  The fact that these decisions are determined almost solely by the consideration of 
student test scores has become the primary policy tool of educational reform. 
Unintended consequences of NCLB.  With more instructional time spent on 
targeting specific skills, the time teachers are allowed to spend developing the broader 
aspects of academic literacy, such as those gained in independent reading, discussion and 
written responses to literature, history and science, began to shrink (Ravitch, 2010).  So 
too has the time teachers have to evaluate specific student needs and to differentiate their 
lessons to address these needs.  Students who struggle are, in many districts, provided 
interventions that are composed of additional drills of easily tested skills, rather than 
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strategies and activities that could facilitate improvement in their unique areas of literacy 
need. 
Too often, because of the pressure to produce a certain level of test scores, school 
districts reserve enriched curriculum and instruction for advanced students (Duffy & 
Hoffman, 1999; Gallagher, 2009; Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009). Students who struggle, 
those who need and would benefit from enriched curriculum, are relegated to the low 
expectations of special literacy intervention classes. When students are placed in 
intervention classes that use a narrow, scripted curriculum that targets only specific skills, 
they often struggle with the broader aspects of reading.  They not only lack the “skills 
and strategies that proficient readers enjoy, they are increasingly disengaged from reading 
and develop low perceptions about their abilities” (O’Brian, Stewart, & Beach, 2009, 
p. 82).  Lost almost completely is the complex relationship between skilled teachers and 
students and the positive results these relationships can garner.  
The importance of the teacher/student relationship to learning.  In their 
analysis of relational teaching, as opposed to “teaching to the test,” Beers (2003) and 
DeVries (2011) have both found in their research that teachers who focus on building 
mutually respectful relationships with their students generally hold realistic, yet high 
expectations of their students, and also model positive relational behaviors.  Greenleaf 
and Hinchman (2009) recognize that excellent teachers also share the belief that all 
students are capable of learning, and they have the right to the instruction that meets their 
needs. Elish-Piper et al. (2013), recognize that students of these teachers generally 
experience more positive attitudes toward school, less anxiety, and are more likely to stay 
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in school.  When in school they demonstrate a more positive attitude toward school and 
learning.  
Unfortunately, students are too often treated as mere producers of test data. 
“When students, teachers, schools, districts are measured by standardized testing and 
compared to other students, teachers and schools, they are necessarily decontextualized in 
order to make such comparisons possible.  They are reduced to a test score” (Au, 2010, p. 
7).  Adolescents learn by processing information mentally, emotionally and socially, and 
teachers who respect this about their students do not approach reading intervention solely 
as a cognitive process. It is important for teachers to create opportunities for students to 
“engage actively in meaningful subject matter learning that both extends and elaborates 
on the literacy practices they already possess and value” (Alvermann, 2009, p. 24). It is 
important to understand that deeper comprehension skills are desired, but are not easily 
tested (Edmonds et al. 2009).  To best serve student needs, literacy instruction should 
encompass comprehension skills, rather than singularly focus on fluency or speed simply 
because these are the skills most often addressed in assessments. 
It is discouraging that the literacy instruction that many adolescent struggling 
readers are offered is, “impoverished curriculum, ill suited to their needs” (Greenleaf & 
Hinchman, 2009, p. 4). There are many literacy activities that are more “motivating and 
engaging to youth than others, compelling youth to persist even in the face of challenging 
texts” (Moje et al. 2008, p. 112). Literacy development requires cooperative efforts of 
whole school teams of teachers and administrators (Ogle & Lang, 2007). It is clear that 
there are multiple affective variables that must be taken into consideration when districts 
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and their teachers develop intervention plans for adolescents, and one single approach 
will not address all these variables. 
Student motivation. Student motivation is a component of adolescent literacy 
that informs every aspect of student academic growth.  When struggling students feel 
challenged, but not overwhelmed, receive meaningful, positive, and respectful feedback 
from their teachers, and are not subjected to comments from teachers or peers that 
demean their academic performance, they are more likely to become motivated to 
improve their academic performance (Gallagher, 2009).   
In contrast, as a consequence of years of academic struggle, there are times when 
the attitude expressed by struggling students is what Ryan and Deci (2000) refer to as 
“amotivation, or the state of lacking the intention to act” (p. 72).  Dahbany and 
McFadden (2009), describe amotivation as when struggling students, who are placed in a 
non-nurturing classroom environment, choose not to complete an assignment, study for a 
test, or to participate in classroom activities or discussions.  The choices are made 
unconsciously, or sometimes consciously, but they result in a serious impediment to these 
students’ academic progress. 
Why students choose not to read.  Most teachers instinctively understand that 
not only do students struggle for different reasons, but the reasons why they choose not to 
read are different as well. Evidence, both empirical and in published research, indicates 
that those who choose not to read – aliterates – make up a growing number of the 
population of schools and of society in general (Beers, 2003). This is a tremendous 
concern for educators for a number of reasons, foremost because students who are 
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aliterate fall further and further behind. When they do not engage in reading, their skills 
diminish. 
There are ranges of reasons why students become reluctant readers (Beers, 2003; 
DeVries, 2011).  These include:  Dormant Readers – those who like to read, and consider 
themselves readers, but because of busy schedules do not make the time to read.  
Uncommitted Readers – those who are willing to read if they are given a book that aligns 
with a personal interest.  Rarely do these readers search independently for the right book.  
They do not have a negative attitude about reading; reading just does not interest them.  
Unmotivated Readers – students who have a negative attitude both about reading, and 
about those who like to read.  They place no value in the act of reading.  Unskilled 
Readers – these are students who struggle with the cognitive aspects of reading.  Their 
negative attitude toward reading exists because reading is very difficult for them.  There 
are students who exhibit a combination of these characteristics, but the numbers of 
students who actually fall into the category of unskilled are a small minority of 
adolescent readers. 
Why self-confidence matters.  All of these students, however, can benefit from 
school and classroom experiences that encourage and foster the worth of each student. 
Much of students’ sense of self-worth comes from their perception of how they perform 
in a given context (Ryan and Deci, 2000).  The opinions of their peers and teachers, as 
well as those of their family are also important to their self-perception of successful 
students, because as a rule, adolescents do not want to experience anxiety or guilt about 
their academic performance.  Rather, they want to feel pride in their accomplishments. 
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When conditions in the classroom promote a genuine sense of positive self-worth, 
students are more apt to accept responsibility for a poor performance instead of seeking 
to cast blame on another person, or on extenuating circumstances (Blumenfeld, 1992).  
When the environment is one that supports and nurtures all students, struggling students 
learn that it is possible to set mastery goals that can be attained with reasonable effort. 
These goals will necessarily be different for different students, another reason 
why it is a paradox to use arbitrarily assigned grade level standardized tests as a sole 
measure of an individual student’s achievement.  School districts and educators should 
be, and need to be held accountable for providing a quality education for all students 
(Brenner, Pearson, & Rief, 2007).  Scores on standardized tests, however, are ineffective 
ways to assess this accountability. Too many students experience these tests as an empty 
exercise because, struggling or not, they find little meaning or purpose to them.   
Teachers who want to help struggling students learn to develop positive academic 
identity and agency recognize that motivating students and helping them attain self-
confidence requires qualities of “creativity, ingenuity, and knowledge of an individual 
student’s strengths, weaknesses and interests” (Dahbany & McFadden, 2009, p. 45).  
Incorporating methods and strategies that are research-based, including those that have 
shown significant efficacy in helping students make gains in academic literacy is an 
important first step.   
Understanding that adolescents need to have genuine dialogue with adults, 
particularly with their teachers, is the second.  “Teens are desperate for adults who are 
about them and for them” (Intrator & Kunzman, 2009, p. 32).  It is the students’ voices, 
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the voices we can access through genuine dialogue, that are too often missing from the 
process of addressing the needs of struggling students.  Seeking out and providing the 
voice of students is the goal of this dissertation narrative. 
There are many reasons why a research focus on adolescent literacy is important, 
but my sense is that how well we educate our young people today will have a significant 
impact on our democracy in the future.  Quality leadership demands individuals who are 
able to reason well and to discern what impact their decisions have on other people.  The 
foundation of the ability to reason well is the ability to read and to write about what we 
read – it is as simple, and as complex as that.  Providing our students the opportunity to 
read and to write well is the responsibility of all the adults responsible for their education. 
The Purpose of This Study 
With this sense of responsibility in mind, and knowing my Reading Enrichment 
class would evolve each year I taught it, I developed a foundation for the class supported 
by the knowledge I was gaining about adolescent literacy from my doctoral research. The 
initial research of my doctoral program inquiry provided me with a number of research-
based strategies, ideas and activities to use with students, not only in my Reading 
Enrichment class, but also in my regular English classes.  Implementing one or two of 
these methods, and collecting data on their efficacy with students in my Reading 
Enrichment class would have been an interesting study, but I was increasingly drawn 
toward finding a way to examine student experience with school, and to gain a more 
holistic insight that could help teachers make decisions about how best to help their 
students who struggle with academic literacy.  What emerges is the question: how can 
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insights we gain from understanding how individual students experience school inform 
and improve our approach to their education? 
Students who struggle with academic literacy represent those who challenge 
educators to view them not as individuals in crisis, but as students who have a true 
“degree of agency” and who have experiences with literacy we can learn from 
(Alvermann, 2009).  Many like me who teach high school students often aspire to being 
able to help all teenagers learn to enjoy reading and to facilitate their process of reading 
to learn.  Ideally teenagers “would be independent readers – those readers who are skilled 
at the cognitive and affective demands of reading and see benefit in and derive pleasure 
from this skill” (Beers, 2003, p. 13). It is affirming when we work with students who 
understand how personally rewarding reading and inquiry for knowledge can be, and it is 
difficult when we are faced with the reality that not every student who enters high school 
has had the opportunity to have early, positive experiences with reading. This raises the 
question, what can teachers do to help those high school students who struggle with 
academic literacy, and who resist the instruction and curricula we provide? 
Students who struggle with reading throughout their early educational experience 
enter secondary classrooms with little confidence and ability to meet teachers’ academic 
literacy expectations.  Many secondary content area teachers are not prepared or ready to 
add reading strategies to their instruction (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013; Jetton & Shanahan, 
2012).  I began teaching high school English and Language Arts in the mid-1980’s, and I 
believed strongly from the beginning of my career that the ability to read and to 
communicate effectively through writing and speaking about what is read were among 
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the most important educational life skills students can acquire.  I believed and still 
believe that these skills provide a foundation not only for students’ academic success but 
also for their becoming full members of a democratic society, one of the primary goals of 
schooling.  
 For many years, however, though my subject matter was grounded in literacy, I 
was among the number of secondary teachers who had little background or experience 
with teaching reading.  I did not fully understand that helping older students become 
skilled readers was part of my teaching responsibilities. My research reinforces the 
recognition of the moral responsibility all educators have to ensure that we provide 
appropriate literacy education to all our students and not become complacent and adopt a 
one-size fits all approach to teaching. 
The scope of adolescent literacy education.  It is important to note that the 
scope of literacy education has expanded over the years of my teaching career, and it is 
likely to continue this expansion. Today’s teenagers use both traditional text and digital 
media to communicate and locate information (Rhodes & Robnolt, 2009), and they use 
print and digital literacy in different settings with different audiences.  These audiences 
include their own peer groups, families, and educators, and adolescents use these multiple 
literacies with various levels of skill (Lewis & Reader, 2009).  Again, academic literacy 
is one of the literacies that students need to be highly competent in its use. It incorporates 
the skills and the level of reading and writing that allows students to achieve in the 
classroom as well as on standardized assessments of these specific skills (Lewis & 
Reader, 2009).  While the Internet and technology are expanding the literacies of 
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teenagers, school-based academic literacy is still centered on the printed word and the 
capacity to read and communicate in writing at a high level of competency.  There is a 
societal expectation that schools are required to teach students to read difficult text and to 
write well (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010).). How then do teachers determine what methods of 
instruction will best help students who struggle with reading and writing?  
This study is not designed to prove the efficacy of a particular method of 
instruction.  Rather its purpose is, by taking the opportunity to listen closely to the 
perceptions of three students who struggle with academic literacy, to open up the 
possibilities of what we can do with literacy education with the information we learn 
from our students.  There is no single best way to make sure our students leave high 
school with a high level of academic literacy.  This study invites all teachers to take a 
step back from the test and data driven culture of our high school classrooms and allow 
us to discover the insights we need to approach each struggling student as a person of 
value and to address his/her specific needs with professional skill and integrity.  Our 
students deserve no less. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
 This chapter explains the reasons behind selecting the method of ethnographic 
case study research as the best way to communicate both the stories of the participants in 
my study as well as the insights I gained through compiling their educational biographies. 
The power of case study is its attention to particular situations.  “A case study is both a 
process of inquiry about the case and the product of that inquiry” (Stake, 2006, p. 8). The 
insights come from examining phenomena from the students’ point of view, from their 
perceptions and perspectives of how they understand themselves as readers and learners.  
By providing a close look at how these students experience school and literacy 
expectations, readers will have the opportunity to project these insights to their own 
experience with struggling students in their classrooms. 
The Method of Narrative Inquiry 
 In order to gain the insights I sought, I chose the method of narrative inquiry 
within the context of case study. The strength of case study method is in its ability to 
examine, in-depth, a ‘case’ within its ‘real-life’ context (Yin, 2006). Narrative inquiry 
can be a combination of a post-modernist, post-structuralist, qualitative, ethnographic 
research methodology that is not new in its use in educational research, but is not the 
norm in post NCLB education research (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006; Merriam, 2002).  
The use of narrative inquiry, however, is growing in studies of curricula, language 
learning, school reform and teaching.  Since narrative inquiry is the study of the way 
humans view the world, the fact that teachers and their students are characters in each 
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other’s school stories makes this form of ethnographic study ideal for examining how 
students perceive themselves as learners (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 2006). 
 My use of narrative inquiry is also informed by my role as a practitioner-
researcher, because of my immersion in the school environment of my case study 
students as their teacher.  Teacher research is “an important and practical way to engage 
teachers as researchers of their own practice who use research to shape practice, and as 
informants to scholars and policy makers regarding critical issues in the field” (Rust, 
2009, p. 1882).  Scholars are also giving qualitative teacher research more viability as a 
method for teachers to examine the effectiveness of interventions, as well as to inform 
policy makers about how decisions about curriculum are understood by students and 
teachers, and enacted by teachers. 
Narrative inquiry is the study of experience as a story.  As a methodology, 
narrative inquiry conveys a view of the phenomena of the school experiences of the 
students with the purpose of learning about how each student experiences school as a 
unique individual learner.  Retelling is already part of what teachers ask of students, and 
while interviewing is time consuming and intensive, it is an effective way to gain insight 
about the school lives of students who have difficulty with academic reading and writing 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). 
 Connelly and Clandinin (2006) identify three commonplaces of narrative inquiry: 
temporality, sociality, and place.  Temporality relates to a particular person’s history, as it 
seems to be projecting in particular ways into the future.  Students tend to describe things 
as they are, so a narrative biography puts this into the context of what happened in the 
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days, weeks, months, and years before.  Sociality deals with the personal conditions of 
the student, his/her feelings, hopes and desires, as well as relationships with the people 
who are part of his/her environment.  It is important to listen to students in order to 
understand how the relationship between students and teachers, and between students and 
the methods and curricula teachers use, impact these students’ perceptions of their 
experiences.  The third commonplace is the relationship students have with where the 
events of their story take place.  In narrative inquiry, the specific location is critical to the 
students’ experience, so an analysis of their school and classroom environment must be 
considered as an important context of their school lives. 
Theoretical Framework and Design 
 The theoretical framework for this study is emergent life-history methodology, 
using three case studies of students in my Reading Enrichment class.  Life-history 
methodology is included in the genre of arts-based educational research (ABER), which 
has at its core the goal to “enhance perspectives pertaining to certain human activities” 
(Barone & Eisner, 2006, p. 95).  Baron and Eisner (2006) explain that educational 
research has traditionally been conducted to gain knowledge that is deemed, “highly valid 
and reliable, as truthful and trustworthy as possible” (p. 96).  Traditional findings strive 
for certainty and there is an effort to explain, predict and control outcomes so consumers 
of the research can argue with confidence about how to act. 
In contrast, ABER is not aimed toward a quest for certainty. Rather, its aim is to 
enhance perspectives and to broaden the conversation about educational practice and 
policy.  This happens as a result of research that focuses its attention on the sometimes 
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ignored or often overlooked commonplace, everyday occurrences in the environment of 
school.  ABER research texts use formats that tend to be less traditional or standardized 
Barone & Eisner, 2006).  Researchers have used literary forms that include narrative 
biography with language directly associated with lived experience.   
One goal of ABER is to serve as a method of educational critique.  The formal 
process of education, by its nature, exists to do some good, and ABER allows readers to 
examine whether the life of students is enhanced by their experience in school.  The 
insight gained from analyzing the school experience of three students from my Reading 
Enrichment class therefore has the potential to “broaden and deepen ongoing 
conversation about educational policy and practice” (Barone & Eisner, 2006, p. 96).   
The significance of life-history methodology.  Life-history methodology is a 
framework for research that does not replace, but complements the current, more 
prevalent use of methods of scientific enquiry (Dhunpath, 2000).  Eisner (1981) proposes 
that in educational research “it is to the artistic to which we must turn, not as a rejection 
of the scientific, but because with both we can achieve binocular vision.  Looking 
through one eye never did provide much depth of field” (Dhunpath, 2000, p. 544). Using 
the life-history framework provides an authentic means of understanding how individuals 
interact in the “intersection of institutional and individual experience” (ibid).  The 
students in my study have unique personalities and life experiences, and have constructed 
individual meanings of school experience even though they all attend the same school, 
and are enrolled in many of the same classes, including my Reading Enrichment class. 
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 In evaluating the school experience of the three students, I will situate and 
organize my discussion of their biographies as a cross case study analysis. This is a form 
of analysis that involves collecting and analyzing data from more than one case study to 
allow for greater opportunity to “generalize across several representations of the 
phenomenon” (Borman, Clarke, Cotner, & Lee, 2006, p. 123).  This can be more 
compelling to the reader than the experience of a single student. Through this form of 
analysis of case studies, Hancock and Algozzine (2006), reiterate that a researcher can 
hope to gain in-depth understanding of situations and meaning for those involved.  
Examining emergent themes from these case studies will provide me with insights that 
could affect school policy, choice of curricula, and future research. 
The location and context of the rural setting of the study.  Given the location 
of my study, a rural school that serves fewer than 500 students, Pre-K through 12th grade, 
I considered whether insights gained from the school experience of students in this 
setting would be relevant to teachers from larger school districts.  Educators and 
administrators who are accustomed to large urban or suburban school systems, with 
buildings that house 1000 or more students, would discover a different school climate 
from what they are used to if they spent time inside a school in a rural community. 
The community where my study is located has a population of just less than 1500. 
The closest communities with populations over 25,000 are 30-45 miles away, and the 
closest city with a population over 200,000 is 90 miles distant.  The school district serves 
approximately 400 students PK-12, and subscribes to professional development services 
for its teachers from an area educational service unit.  
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In this rural community it is likely that half of the population is directly connected 
with the school through being a parent or other relative of a student, or as an employee of 
the district.  Another third is indirectly involved by providing necessary services.  
Schools in rural communities are extensions of the communities themselves with teachers 
and students who often interact outside the classroom on a daily basis. Many families 
have lived in their rural communities for several generations, and teachers who are 
employed for a number of years in a district can expect to teach siblings, possibly more 
than one generation of a family, and even their own children.  
Rarely do disciplinary infractions raise much above the level of students pushing 
the envelope a bit. Examples include testing the rules about tardiness, or bringing food 
into the classrooms.  There is an occasional tobacco offense, or a student cursing at 
someone, but overall the climate in a rural school can be described as being a calm and 
safe environment for students and staff.   
An acknowledged truth, however, is that wherever educators teach, we interact 
with young men and women who are complex individuals.  Multiple factors impact each 
student, including family background, family dynamics, socio-economic status, gender, 
and the community environment in which they live.  No two children are the same, and it 
is not impossible to understand that insights we gain from research obtained by listening 
to students who attend school in an urban California inner-city district, for example, can 
inform teachers who work with students in a small, rural Midwestern community.  The 
reverse is also true. 
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 The subjects of my cross case study are all students in the high school where I 
taught in this rural community, which I will refer to as Glenley.  Glenley has industrial 
agriculture as its economic base, and was founded in the late 19th century by people of 
northern European origin.  The descendants of these people still comprise the owners of 
large tracts of farmland, and of the business and residential community of Glenley.  
Currently there is a growing Hispanic immigrant population that has experienced a mixed 
reception among the descendants of the original citizens. 
 Glenley is large enough to have businesses that make it possible for most people 
to get the necessities of life without ever leaving town.  Steve, one of my case study 
students, appreciates this. He explained  “In 30 minutes you can get groceries, go to the 
pharmacy, go to the bank. In [nearby city] that takes a whole day.” These businesses also 
regularly contribute, both financially and in community spirit, to the school and its extra-
curricular activities.   
Like many small-town schools, Glenley High School projects its primary identity 
through the performances of its students in extra-curricular activities, primarily in 
athletics.  From September through March, Friday nights often see several hundred 
people lining the football field or sitting on the gym bleachers cheering for their local 
team. Athletic legacies among families are well established among both men and women 
of the community, and the trophies that crowd the trophy cases in the school hallways 
attest to the success of teams over the years.  
 The school building houses all grades, Pre-K-12, in a sprawling single story 
structure that was completed in sections, first the high school and middle school, then the 
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elementary, all funded by successful bond measures. The community of Glenley has a 
tradition of solid support for their school district.  There is nothing fancy about the inside 
of the building or the classrooms, but everything is kept clean and up-to-date.  The largest 
recent expenditures by the school board have been to fund the construction of a state of 
the art weight room and a new football stadium and complex. 
 In spite of the evident attention given to athletics, however, by both the school 
and the community, there was and is a fundamental understanding that the primary 
purpose of the school is to prepare its students to make the transition to four-year colleges 
and universities, to two-year technical schools, or directly to the area job market. Glenley 
has many former students who have gone on to do well in the fields of medicine, law, 
education and business. Traditionally, students who did not go on to post-secondary 
education for financial or academic reasons could usually find substantive work on local 
farms, in construction, or with nearby manufacturing entities. Others chose military 
service as a route to job or career training and economic stability.  
Beginning in the 1980’s, however, the rural economy began to change because 
small, diversified farms merged into fewer, but larger farm operations (Berry, 2015). 
Well paying jobs left the local economy, and rural schools began to undergo a subtle shift 
of purpose.  Making sure that every student had the background knowledge and the 
academic literacy skills to pursue a post-secondary education, now deemed necessary to 
prepare for jobs that demanded higher skills, became an unspoken mandate.   
It is becoming increasingly obvious that nationwide, all public schools had to 
respond to similar changing needs of society (Ravitch, 2010). Part of that response was to 
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implement curricula and methods to ensure that schools provide every student the 
instruction and support so all students could read and write at a level that would facilitate 
success after graduation in post-secondary education and in a career.  Success is generally 
measured in economic terms based upon whether students are able to become 
contributing members of society.  It is in the context of a school district that is focused on 
ways to increase students’ standardized test scores that the educational experience of the 
subjects of my three case studies is placed. 
Assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the study.  Presenting a view of 
three students as “living contradictions” in the world of their school community will give 
other professionals the opportunity to reflect upon their own educational practice as they 
work to improve the quality of their instruction with the intent to enhance their students’ 
learning (Dhunpath, 2000).  Providing an opportunity to listen to student voice in the 
discussion about adolescent academic literacy gives recognition to the truth that we are 
involved in the process of educating unique individuals who are much more than simply 
the sum of their standardized test scores.  
Connelly and Clandinin, in Stories of Experience and Narrative Inquiry (1990) 
explain that like other qualitative methods, narrative inquiry relies on different criteria 
than scientific inquiry to establish validity in the mind of the reader.  There is not 
necessarily a search for cause and effect, rather a sense of being “driven by a sense of the 
whole, or that case studies can be read and lived vicariously by the reader” (p. 8). The 
challenge of constructing narrative educational biographies of students is to provide an 
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account of their experience that will ring true to readers in order for them to have a sense 
that they could see that happening (Eisenhart, 2006).   
The risks involved in using life-history methodology include the fact that as a 
practitioner-researcher, my work could be subject to claims that I could fake the data and 
tell falsehoods as easily as I could tell the truth (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Eisenhart, 
2006).  Regardless of the limitations, however, life history methodology provides a depth 
and richness of information that other methodologies cannot (Sikes, 2006). 
A nation-wide emphasis upon scientifically based educational research since the 
implementation of No Child Left Behind is evident, and as Sikes (2006) points out, the 
pursuit of science seems to place the highest value on the generalizable, while the pursuit 
of professional work seems to value the particular more.  When educators search for 
generalizations, this implies a search for causes.  The insights from this study help us 
understand how students’ experience with school shapes their response to literacy 
instruction, rather than a search for what definitively causes students to enter high school 
still struggling to attain a higher level of academic literacy.  There is, according to Sikes 
(2006) a reason to avoid oversimplification in drawing conclusions from research.   
When districts look for ways to help struggling readers, the tendency to 
oversimplify and make generalizations from scientifically based research too often leads 
to settling for a quick fix, one-size-fits all approach to reading instruction and/or reading 
interventions (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999).  As the experiences of the students in my study 
will show, there is no perfect method of instruction or of intervention, and the attempts to 
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find and implement a quick fix method can lead educators away from what can genuinely 
meet the individual needs of adolescents who struggle with academic literacy. 
Data collection.  The implication that life history data can be fabricated is a 
legitimate criticism of this method of inquiry. As an experienced educator, it is my 
responsibility to establish a sense of trust with my readers by being transparent about how 
I collected and analyzed the data for my study.  With IRB approval from the University 
of Nebraska (see Appendix I), I conducted and audiotaped extensive interviews with 
three students enrolled in my Reading Enrichment class (see Appendix J).  The 
participants were purposefully chosen from my Reading Enrichment class.  I avoided 
selecting students who where children of colleagues, or who were related to each other. 
Gender is not a theoretical concern for this study, but three males were chosen to support 
effective cross-case analysis. Pseudonyms are used for both the students and the 
community where they live to protect their privacy. I took classroom observation notes 
and collected student work as artifacts.  I also interacted with the three students on a daily 
basis, both inside and outside of school, as is common with teachers and students who 
live in a rural school community.  Some observations I made in these interactions I 
included in my notes, but most became part of my collective knowledge of each student 
as an individual.  As teachers, this is what we do every day.  We systematically observe 
our students and link what we see to our past experiences with the student. 
I personally transcribed the extensive audiotaped interviews I conducted with the 
three participants to prepare for the cross-case analysis of the content of these interviews. 
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The process of content analysis is appropriate for narrative inquiry (Markoff, Shapiro, & 
Weitman, (1975)  
After transcribing the interviews I analyzed the content as data that contains 
anecdotes, stories, and emergent themes. These emergent themes connect the students’ 
account of their experiences with school to research that addresses adolescent literacy and 
motivation.  I identified significant incidents in the context of the research that I have 
compiled about approaches to reading intervention for older adolescents, as well as 
research about student motivation.  I wrote the students’ stories using the present tense as 
a way to place the reader in the moment of time the students’ experience took place.  
These stories will give voice to their perceptions of how school works for them, and how 
they perceive their role in the institution and process of education. 
Why narrative biography?  The choice of narrative biography as the method of 
communicating the data is based on the understanding that it is primarily through story 
that we humans make sense of the world and the things that happen to us (Sikes & Gale, 
2006).  This re-presentation of the students’ experience will allow readers to vicariously 
experience the phenomena under study, which is how three students, who have been 
identified as struggling readers, experienced their relationships with the teachers, 
methods, and curricula that was chosen and implemented with the intent to facilitate their 
academic success (Eisenhart, 2006). Creating their narrative educational biographies 
locates them in the larger world of school that they inhabit (Sikes, 2006), and will help 
readers understand how struggling students adapt and function within a system that has a 
significant influence on their past, present and future lives. 
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The methodology of narrative biography arises from the post-modernist/post-
structuralist ideas that there are multiple realities in any given situation, and that 
experience depends upon how a person is socially positioned (Sikes, 2006).  For example, 
why do different students respond in different ways to a particular curriculum, or to a 
specific teaching or learning strategy?  Interpretive analysis allows for the identification 
of larger themes that “tie together the particulars of individual experience” (Brenner, 
2006, p. 367).   
Case study analysis in the form of narrative biography provides a depth and 
richness of information that other methodologies cannot.  In an era when the “hegemonic 
influence of the positivist science paradigm continues to be strong and pervasive in what 
constitutes valid research [in education]” (Sikes & Gale, 2006, pp. 14-15), there is 
increasing recognition that narrative research adds an important level of understanding.  
To add background to the re-telling of each student’s experience, information 
from classroom field notes and examples of curriculum and class work will add depth and 
support to their narratives.  This background provides a source of validation of their 
experience with academic literacy interventions, and with school in general. 
The case study students.  In the following chapters, this study examines how 
three adolescent students experience school and how they each adapt to their struggles 
with academic literacy: 
Sam.  Sam is a 17 year-old sophomore and student athlete who voluntarily 
enrolled in Reading Enrichment because he was self-aware that he needed to improve his 
academic reading and writing.  Sam has attended Glenley Public Schools since 
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Kindergarten, and is the youngest of three children. He has two older sisters.  Sam’s dad 
attended college, works for a local bank and operates the family farm. Sam’s mom is an 
elementary school teacher in a neighboring community.  Both of Sam’s older sisters are 
graduates of an in-state university.  
 Cody.  Cody is a 16 year-old sophomore, who, like Sam, has attended school in 
Glenley since he was in Kindergarten. This was his second year in Reading Enrichment.  
Cody gained confidence and improved his academic literacy skills by taking the class as a 
freshman, so he decided it would not hurt to sign up for it again.  His mom is a college 
graduate and a former elementary teacher, and his dad is a large-scale farmer who began 
farming land owned by his family right out of high school.  Cody has two older brothers 
from his mother’s first marriage, and both are university graduates. Cody also has a 
younger brother who was adopted before Cody began elementary school. 
Steve.  Steve is a 15 year-old freshman boy who signed up for Reading 
Enrichment class at the urging of his dad.  His older brother took the class the year before 
and his reading scores, approach to and attitude about reading improved significantly.  
Steve lives with his dad, a pastor of a small church in Glenley.  His mother is an 
elementary principal in a nearby city. Steve took a reading intervention class the year 
before [taught by another teacher] because he scored below grade level on standardized 
tests. His father hoped that he would benefit from another year of academic literacy 
support.   
 In contrast to research that uses a singular focus on test score data to determine 
intervention needs for students, this study allowed me to take a step back and look at 
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school and literacy instruction and interventions through the experiences of the students.  
Narrative inquiry is not meant to prove a theory, or to prove that one particular method of 
reading intervention is more effective in improving reading scores over another.  Rather, 
this study’s purpose is to deepen our understanding of how school works for students 
who have been identified as struggling with academic literacy.  
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Chapter 4 
Sam 
 The school experience of Sam can be summarized briefly as pleasant and 
relatively stress free.  Popular, athletic and described by fellow students and teachers 
alike as “a really nice guy”, there are not many outward signs that Sam struggles with 
academic literacy.  Looking more closely, however, it becomes evident that Sam’s story 
illustrates a case of what can happen to a student’s ability to attain higher levels of 
academic literacy when throughout his/her formative years in school, the student is 
subject to limited, or low expectations.  
A Case of Limited Academic Expectations  
Limited expectations for students can be an outcome of the quality of curricula 
schools choose, the instructional methods teachers implement, or the more recent 
tendency of placing too much emphasis on the limited information available from 
standardized assessment data as the primary method of knowing students. The incidence 
of low academic expectations for individual students is rarely, if ever done intentionally. 
The negative consequences of low expectations, however, are very real and these 
consequences manifest themselves in students such as Sam.  Students like Sam are great 
kids who do their work with few complaints, and are pleasant to have in the classroom.  
Nevertheless they reach high school without strategies in place to be able to reach the 
level of academic literacy necessary they need to experience a smooth transition from 
high school to college level academic expectations. 
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 The limited academic expectations started early in Sam’s school experience and 
subtly shaped his perception of himself as a struggling reader. It is important to note that 
even though students such as Sam perceive themselves as poor readers, they are not 
educational failures.  In fact, if we consider only their standardized assessment scores, 
they often meet the standards set by their states.  They may score on the lower range of 
what is deemed proficient, but this is sufficient when districts gauge their success on how 
many students’ test scores meet the state’s standards.  What can be tragic about setting 
arbitrary levels of adequate academic proficiency is that “good enough” does not meet 
the needs of students such as Sam who struggle with the more advanced nuances of 
academic literacy.  This presents these students with a real task if or when they try to 
overcome these deficits at a relatively late stage of their school experience. 
 Adolescents are generally not sophisticated enough to advocate for themselves, 
especially concerning their experience with school.  When their time spent in classrooms 
is relatively stress free, many students fall into a pattern of becoming passive receivers of 
instruction.  If they begin to have difficulties with an aspect of academic literacy, they 
discover ways to compensate in order to receive a passing grade.  There are many high 
school students who are “compensating for low reading ability rather than significantly 
improving it” (Springer et al., 2014, p. 299).  Listening to and analyzing Sam’s story 
gives me the opportunity to share how he perceives himself as a reader and learner, how 
his school experience has shaped this perception, and to examine his efforts to overcome 
what he recognizes as his limited academic literacy skills. 
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Sam’s Place in the Glenley School and Community 
Sam and his family have lived in the Glenley area for several generations and his 
grandparents and dad jointly own and farm land that will eventually become Sam’s 
responsibility. He indicates that working on and managing the family farm is a position 
he looks forward to after he graduates from college.  It is significant to Sam’s story of his 
experience with school to note that Sam is among the students of Glenley High School 
who garner considerable acclaim and attention from the community as a result of his 
athletic achievements on the football field and to a lesser degree on the basketball court 
and track.   
To understand Sam’s experience it is important to note that Glenley is similar to 
many small communities in the state in that the school’s athletic teams contribute a great 
deal to the town’s identity.  Most individual high school athletes’ fame, however, is 
ephemeral and once students graduate, their time as a recognized athlete is over.  Sam 
hopes his story has a different ending.  He has a good deal of natural talent so his primary 
motivation to do well academically is tied to his desire and goal to play football at the 
college level.  In order to earn an athletic scholarship Sam has to have the grades and the 
ACT score to qualify.  In this context, what is Sam’s academic life? 
  Sam has difficulties with secondary reading and writing expectations that he is 
trying to overcome.  Sam had problems with reading at the beginning of his school 
experience, and he was held back to repeat an additional year of Kindergarten.  In his 
elementary years he was placed in the lower level reading groups, which established and 
reinforced his sense of being a poor reader. The reason for Sam’s placement in the lower 
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level reading groups was because he struggled with fluency, the ability to read aloud 
quickly with no pronunciation errors.  As a result, Sam said that he developed a habit of 
skipping words he did not know how to pronounce so he could attain the required speed. 
Because of this ineffective strategy, Sam’s ability to comprehend, which is the primary 
purpose of reading, suffered. Sam also entered high school with no pattern of 
independent reading, and no strategies in place that could help him comprehend the 
increasing difficulty of content area texts. 
This exploration of Sam’s story allows us to understand his experience with 
school and to gain insight as to why Sam entered secondary school still struggling to 
comprehend what he read.  This study also considers the efficacy of Sam’s motivation to 
achieve academically.  His motivation is not based on his desire to learn, or by curiosity 
about what he is learning, but by the fact that he needs to be able to earn a certain grade 
point average to earn an athletic scholarship for college.  Sam does have the concrete goal 
to operate his family’s farm after he graduates from college, but at this point his primary 
motivation rests in his athletic dreams.  
The Unintended Consequences of Non-Personalized Instruction 
Sam’s current difficulties with academic literacy were in great part shaped by the 
Glenley school district’s well-intentioned implementation of a scripted elementary core-
reading curriculum. If teachers use this curriculum with fidelity, deemed necessary for 
certain measurable outcomes, it does not allow time or provide methods for teachers to 
address the specific, individual needs of the students who do not learn to read quickly by 
the prescribed methodology of the program.  Maintaining fidelity to core reading 
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programs has become a goal in too many schools in spite of the fact that according to 
What Works Clearinghouse (Allington, 2013), there is no independent research that 
provides evidence that such programs provide effective reading lessons.   
Because not all children find it easy to learn to read, some need access to expert 
instruction.  The key to the availability of this access is a teacher who understands that 
while there are “best practices” there is no single way to teach struggling early readers. 
These teachers require the freedom to adapt his/her teaching strategies and to use his/her 
expertise in reading instruction in order to find the best method for each child.  
Sam’s elementary experience was in the early to mid-2000’s, at the same time his 
teachers became locked into the strictures of a core-reading curriculum that the district 
adopted in 2004 for grades K-6. The intent of adopting this curriculum was to implement 
a standards-based instruction model so students could improve their standardized test 
scores in reading. The Glenley school district, as did many other districts, made this 
curricula decision in response to the state’s adoption of standardized testing as a way to 
measure student growth in the key areas of reading, writing, and math.  Students’ 
performance on these standardized tests became a priority and this particular curriculum 
claims to be an effective way to teach students the skills they need to perform well on 
standardized tests. 
  The curriculum Glenley chose is one that approaches elementary reading 
instruction as a process of learning phonics in isolation by students first learning letter 
names and sounds, then simple words that are easily decoded using these letters and 
sounds. Once they learn the simple words, students read stories that consist of these 
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words.  These curricula function with a specific script that teachers are to use with 
fidelity if they want their students’ test scores to reflect the growth the curriculum 
marketing promises (Elish-Piper et al. 2013; DeVries 2011).  The script, however, does 
not offer teachers flexibility to address specific learning needs of individual students 
other than placing them into leveled reading groups, and drilling them individually on 
phonics skills sets. Sam was never diagnosed with a learning disability but he still 
struggled with reading throughout elementary school.  It appears that differentiated 
reading instruction would have enhanced his ability to learn to read well.  
A Struggling Reader Outside the Stereotype 
Sam does not fit the stereotypical profile of a student who struggles with reading. 
For example, educators too often assume struggling readers are children of single parents 
living in poverty, or children of poor parents who do not speak English as a first 
language. Both of Sam’s parents, however, are college-educated and his mother teaches 
elementary school in a school district near Glenley.  Sam’s dad works in a local bank and, 
with Sam’s help, operates the family farm, which is a mid-sized commodity grain and 
beef cattle operation.  The socio-economic status of the family is solidly middle class.  
Sam has memories of his parents and older sisters reading to him before he 
attended preschool so he has a home environment that exposed him to literacy at a young 
age.  Sam was identified as a struggling reader, however, early in his experience with 
school. When I listened to Sam, it is clear he entered school with the desire to learn to 
read.  He just did not thrive as a reader under a skills-based method of instruction that did 
not provide enriched or differentiated instruction. 
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 As a sophomore, Sam voluntarily enrolled in my Reading Enrichment class 
because he is self-aware that he struggles with academic literacy.  Not only is Sam self-
aware, but also he is disappointed that he entered high school still struggling with 
academic reading and writing expectations. I have the sense that he feels let down.  Sam 
does not like not doing well in something he undertakes, whether it is his performance in 
a game or his performance on a test.  Sam’s goals include attending a 4-year college or 
university after he graduates from high school, so he enrolled in my Reading Enrichment 
class as part of his effort to gain more academic literacy support, and more confidence in 
his ability to read and to write at an academic level that will allow him to succeed in 
college. 
Sam’s determination to succeed.  Sam maintains a positive attitude and is 
determined to improve his academic literacy skills, a determination which is not typical 
of the stereotyped of a struggling reader.  He is not discouraged, nor does he have any 
intention of giving up.  The fact remains, however, that for a student like Sam, 
overcoming his deficits will require a concerted effort to read as much as possible in 
order to build upon his foundational reading skills (Beers 2003).  
Adolescents who struggle with academic literacy are not confident in their own 
abilities to undertake difficult literacy tasks, nor do they trust or value their own thinking.  
This is why it is important for teachers to learn about and understand each student, 
including the reading histories of those who struggle with academic literacy (Kamil et al. 
2008). It is through valuing the particular experience that professionals gain 
understanding of the problem under study (Stake, 2006). Through the information Sam 
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shared with me during our interviews and from my own classroom observations and from 
examples of his class work, I was able to develop a sense of Sam’s literacy strengths and 
limitations. Sam’s strengths included his ability to comprehend literature when he had 
sufficient time to read carefully.  His most pressing limitations were finding and 
discerning valid information to support written arguments, and composing sentences and 
paragraphs. His experience will inform educators that there are consequences to the 
choices we make about the methods we use to instruct our struggling readers. 
Sam the Student – A Student-Athlete 
 In addition to taking my Reading Enrichment class this year, Sam was also my 
student in English I as a freshman, and is currently in my English II class.  In my teaching 
relationship with Sam over the past two years, I found him to be modest, well behaved 
and respectful.  I have had numerous occasions to observe Sam’s interactions with 
students and other faculty in school, and at extra-curricular events, and perceive that he is 
well liked at Glenley High School by both students and by faculty.  Sam is not 
conspicuous either by appearance or by personality. He has blond hair, fair skin and blue 
eyes, is 6 feet tall, and has a pleasant grin to go with his straightforward eye contact.  He 
has the trim, muscular build of an athlete, and walks confidently with a bounce in his 
step.   
Sam is not particularly outgoing but I notice that his interactions with his close 
friends are open and friendly. With everyone else he is a bit shy and reserved, but cordial.  
Sam is establishing his identity as a student-athlete, and is comfortable with himself and 
with his position in Glenley High School’s social order, one that is characteristic of small 
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town schools.  Athletes are at the top followed by those who are involved in other extra-
curricular activities such as FFA, music, or speech and theatre, but who avidly support 
the schools’ athletic teams. 
Sam’s elementary school experiences with academic literacy.   Sam’s 
memories of his elementary school experiences are fragmented, but he remembers quite 
clearly that he did not like to read.  With the reserved and polite manner that is 
characteristic of Sam, he said very honestly, “I wasn’t the best reader.”  Teachers used 
information from placement assessments to place Sam and the other students in leveled 
reading groups. During the 90 minutes each day allotted to language arts instruction, the 
good readers stayed with the classroom teacher and the others went to rooms with other 
teachers.  Sam remembers they were Mrs. X. and Mrs. Y., the special education and Title 
I teachers.  Sam does not remember anyone explaining to him the results of his placement 
test, but when he was assigned to his specific group, Sam understood it was because, as 
he says, “I could not read as good as the others.” This identification was the beginning of 
Sam’s perception of himself as a poor reader and this self-concept was reinforced when 
he remained in lower level reading groups throughout elementary school. 
Sam’s elementary reading instruction.  In his elementary reading classes Sam 
remembers that he and the other students followed the same routine every day. He and 
the others in his group took turns reading aloud, each taking turns reading sentences or 
short paragraphs from the selections in the reading book.  Sam intensely disliked this 
procedure because, as he expressed in an interview,  “Umm, I really hated oral reading.  
If I came to a word I didn’t know how to pronounce then that wasn’t fun.”  The reading 
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curriculum emphasized the importance of the skill of reading words at a prescribed 
normal rate with fluency.  Sam remembers being instructed about how to sound words 
out, and that he would try, but he said he would skip over words he could not pronounce 
in order to read at the target speed or pace. 
Sam’s negative reaction to his early experiences of this form of round robin 
reading in his elementary reading classes illustrates an example of why Allington (2013) 
is concerned about the efficacy of this method. He finds that in many schools struggling 
readers are required to do more oral reading than what their better reading classmates are 
required to do.  A primary problem with round robin reading is that only one child is 
reading while, at best, the others merely follow along (Allington, 2013).  If the students 
were allowed to read silently, or in a whisper voice for the same amount of time, they 
would be able to read much more text, and it is the volume of reading that students 
accomplish that is a strong indicator of growth in reading proficiency. An irony in early 
reading instruction is that struggling readers often spend less time than good readers do in 
the activity that will help them most – reading (Allington, 2013). 
 Sam also remembers that pronouncing words was not his only difficulty in his 
elementary reading classes.  He also struggled with understanding the meanings of words.  
If he could figure out how to pronounce the word he might know what it meant, but not 
always.  Sam does not recall studying the meanings of vocabulary words in his 
elementary reading experience, but he does remember having weekly spelling tests. Sam 
said, very simply, “We would take spelling tests.  There were 25 words. We’d have to 
know how to spell them each week.”  Sam remembers having to look up the meanings of 
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the words, but knowing what the words meant was not given as much importance as was 
knowing the correct spelling.   
 The series of spelling tests Sam was required to take were an ineffective way to 
help struggling students gain knowledge of new words (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013).  Given 
that comprehension is the purpose of reading, and this involves knowing the meanings of 
words and using them to construct meaning, “intervention for struggling readers, as well 
as classroom instruction for all readers, should address vocabulary learning and include 
regular attention to word meaning” (Caldwell & Leslie, p. 145).  Our interviews offered 
Sam an opportunity to reflect on his early reading experiences, and he expressed that he 
knows he missed out when he memorized how words were spelled, but did not learn what 
the words meant.  Not having access to enriched vocabulary lessons exacerbated Sam’s 
struggles with gaining confidence in his ability to not only read fluently but also to 
understand what he read. 
Meaningful literacy experiences in elementary school.  The elementary school 
experiences that Sam remembers most clearly are ones that involved experiential 
learning.  One example that he still has good memories about was participating in his 
class’s State’s Fair.  Each student in his grade researched a state, learned about its cities, 
logos, and other information, and then designed a dioramic presentation about the state 
that was put on display for the public.  During the public display event, each student 
stood by his/her project, and answered questions from parents and others who viewed the 
displays.  The whole experience was a big deal to Sam and he still remembers 
information about the state he researched, Nevada. 
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 The fact that Sam remembers this learning activity with this much detail is worth 
noting because it is an example of an authentic reading experience (Gallagher, 2009).  
Instead of a singular focus on the narrow aspects of reading that can be easily tested, the 
State’s Fair experience incorporated a variety of academic literacy components.  These 
include reading from a variety of sources, selecting information from these sources and 
writing about them, all with a clear purpose.  The presentation component of the exercise 
added oral communication, another important aspect of academic literacy. 
Sam’s Transition to High School  
 According to Sam his transition from elementary school into middle/junior high 
school went smoothly for the most part, but his transition into high school has been more 
difficult because of the amount of reading that is expected, and the number of 
assignments that are due every day.  Sam also realizes that the academic expectations are 
higher and feels as if he needs, “to be paying attention all the time.  If you find yourself 
daydreaming, it can really get you behind.  In elementary, or junior high, it wasn’t like 
that. It seemed more relaxed.  You could always learn somehow.”  He explained that in 
elementary school some of the teachers were more approachable than are some teachers 
in high school. If students did not understand something right away they could ask these 
teachers and receive help with their questions. According to Sam, this is not the case with 
some of the high school faculty. 
 In high school, Sam feels that what he and other students are learning is more 
complicated, and it takes more class time for teachers to explain the concepts.  He stated 
that some teachers get impatient if students do not understand right away, so he tries to 
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pay attention so he does not miss out on important things he needs to know.  He does not 
want to be the student who gets yelled at when the teacher gets frustrated because he/she 
is not able to cover chapters in the planned or expected time frame.  
Secondary academic literacy expectations.  Listening to Sam describe the 
expectations of the academic classes he is taking the year of this study, it appears that 
most of the academic reading and writing expectations were those required in his 
Language Arts classes. This year his Language arts classes are one semester of Speech 
Communication and a full year of English II.   
 In our conversations and interviews, Sam indicated that there is a good deal of 
required independent reading from the textbook in his Speech Communication class. A 
considerable number of academic literacy elements are covered in this class including the 
critical thinking, research and speaking skills involved in public speaking.  In a polite 
understatement about the expectations of the class, Sam says,  “We have to learn a lot of 
vocabulary words, and we have to research, write and deliver four speeches.”  The 
implication is that this is a challenging class for him because of the teacher’s very high 
expectations.  She believes in the importance of instilling good public speaking skills in 
all her students and according to Sam, she is not unkind, but she does get impatient with 
students who do not complete the required textbook readings.  The pace of the class 
moves quickly because it is only a semester class, so students are assessed on a number 
of chapters from a text that is designed for a yearlong course. 
 English II is a required course that I teach at Glenley High School.  The goals of 
this course include building upon and reinforcing the academic reading and writing skills 
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students have gained throughout their school experience.  Sam and the other students 
read, discuss and analyze theme-based literature selections from a world literature 
anthology.  The literature covers all genres, including short stories, essays, poetry and 
drama.  The students also read assigned books, including Hiroshima, by John Hersey 
(1946/1989), and Night, by Elie Weisel (1982) as a class.  For additional reading students 
are required to bring a book of their own choice to class each day to read during 
independent reading time. Differentiated vocabulary study is an integral part of the class, 
and the writing focus is on persuasive essays because this is the genre of writing that will 
be evaluated in the Nebraska State Writing Assessment (NeSA-W) that the students are 
required to take their junior year. 
 Overall, Sam performs well in English II.  I observe that his silent reading pace is 
slower than that of higher skilled readers in the class, but if he does not finish reading 
assignments in the time I allot in class for reading, he takes his work home to finish. It is 
important to note that if Sam completes the required reading he exhibits an appropriate 
level of comprehension measured through his homework completion and class 
assessments. 
 The homework requirements vary from day to day.  Assignments often include 
completing graphic organizers associated with the reading. Graphic organizers are a 
research-supported comprehension strategy that helps students, struggling or otherwise, 
organize information (DeVries, 2011).  These graphic organizers focus on different 
elements of the selections, such as predicting outcomes, or analyzing characterization, 
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plot or theme. I do not discourage students from collaborating on homework assignments, 
and homework is not graded, but I do give daily points for completed homework. 
 During English class, when students have the opportunity to read aloud, my 
observation is that Sam will pause when he comes to a multi-syllabic word he does not 
recognize.  If I provide the word, he usually does not repeat it after me but proceeds with 
the rest of the sentence. This is a continuation of a pattern he developed in elementary 
when Sam would skip words he did not know in order to read at a faster pace. Sam is not 
the only student who does this and I have begun to ask students to repeat the word after I 
give the correct pronunciation.  If it is a word that is unfamiliar to students, I will model 
for them the process of getting the meaning of the word from the context in which it is 
used, or provide other strategies for learning unfamiliar words if context clues are not 
sufficient.    
The importance of vocabulary to Sam’s academic literacy.  Sam realizes the 
benefits to his academic literacy he has gained from the explicit vocabulary study in 
English II and in Reading Enrichment.  According to DeVries (2011), proficient readers 
tend to have a large working vocabulary, so comprehension comes more easily to them.  
Caldwell and Leslie (2013) also stress the importance of deep knowledge of vocabulary 
to increased comprehension.  
Sam recognizes the advantages of building his academic vocabulary as a way to 
become more confident in his academic literacy skills.  He indicated this in an interview 
when he spoke about his experience with incorporating new words, primarily in his 
writing, something that adds to building his self-confidence in academic writing. 
70 
	  
I’ve found myself actually using some of the words, especially in my writing. It 
helps to use bigger words sometimes.  I don’t remember all of them [the words 
he’s studied], but I do remember the ones that apply to me, or to things I’m 
interested in. 
 
Sam voices some frustration that he had to wait until high school to receive instruction on 
strategies to learn the meanings of vocabulary words.  He has no memory from 
elementary school of ever being taught, for example, the strategies of learning what 
words mean by understanding the meanings of root words, or of prefixes and suffixes. 
These are strategies he has learned in English I and II that are reinforced in Reading 
Enrichment. Sam is now beginning to use these strategies successfully. 
Academic literacy and experiential learning.  During our interviews Sam 
reflected on class projects he has experienced, and he specifically remembers a 
mythology web-quest project, one that covered several weeks, which I had assigned the 
class when he was a freshman taking English I.  This project required assigned groups of 
students to select a god or goddess from the pantheon of Greek, Roman or Norse 
mythology and create a poster presentation.  Each group researched different aspects of 
this mythological deity’s personality and importance to the culture and then designed an 
imaginary home to fit his/her persona.   
Each group then created a poster that included their chosen home design, 
furnishings and a suitable location for the home.  Planning a housewarming party was the 
next step and this involved creating a guest list and dinner seating, keeping in mind the 
conflicts the group had discovered that existed between and among the deities.  The 
groups also planned an appropriate menu for the occasion, created an invitation, selected 
a theme song, and wrote a gossip column describing the events they imagined occurred 
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during this house-warming party.  The project was time consuming, but the goal of this 
assignment was to support a unit in mythology by giving the students a chance to 
personalize a character in mythology and to use multiple literacies in the process. 
The mythology web-quest was a complex hands-on project Sam enjoyed that 
involved many elements of academic literacy.  These elements included research, 
reading, discerning relevant information, writing, and oral communication. He implicitly 
questioned why I did not assign something similar for English II.  Sam responded with a 
nod of his head when I explained that creating time for a comparable project this year 
was difficult because of the time I had to schedule for explicit writing instruction.  I am 
compelled to devote more time to persuasive writing instruction during English II to 
support the writing expectations with the intent to provide his class with a solid 
foundation in persuasive writing so they can all do well on their state writing assessment 
the following year.  Forgoing class time that could be used for project learning began to 
happen more often in my classroom when students’ state test scores became a district 
priority. 
Disciplinary Academic Literacy 
Sam and other students in his class receive instruction on how to apply their 
existing academic reading and writing skills in required Language Arts classes, and there 
is also explicit instruction in reading strategies built into English courses that supports 
students who are still developing these skills. Teachers in the content area classes that 
Sam struggles with, however, have the expectation that students in the class have already 
developed a level of academic literacy skill that will enable them to understand the 
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concepts of the subject matter without the teacher spending class time instructing students 
on reading strategies.   
Many content area teachers assume that English/Language Arts classes provide 
students with a “toolbox of strategies that can be used no matter the field to help them 
with comprehension” (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013, p. 93).  Sam’s experience in his content 
area classes supports Hynd-Shanahan’s (2013) critique that content area teachers need to 
understand that teaching students how to use specific strategies appropriate for their 
discipline allows students to learn and to think about the content in appropriate ways for 
the subject matter. 
 An example is Sam’s experience with Spanish II class.  He admits that he does 
not do well in this class. In an interview he said that for him “it [Spanish class] can be 
pretty intense.  There is quite a bit of reading actually.  Reading and translating, mostly.  
Vocabulary, we have tests every week, and for writing, we do some of the assignments 
from the book.”  Sam also describes difficulties with learning Spanish that mirror what he 
finds challenging in English.  “Umm, fluency, putting sentences together.  I’m not very 
good at knowing the sentence parts in English or Spanish.”  Subject appropriate, explicit 
instruction in comprehension strategies that apply to students’ study of Spanish and other 
content area classes can enhance their learning experience. These strategies include 
setting a purpose for the reading, activating prior knowledge and asking questions to 
determine the importance of the information (Jetton & Lee, 2012). Reviewing important 
vocabulary, analyzing text structure and helping students visualize are also relevant 
content area comprehension strategies. 
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 High school content area teachers may not know much about the literacy 
processes in their subjects, and therefore do not fully understand how to communicate 
ways to create knowledge in their discipline (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013). They take courses 
in their subject area, but often become teachers without a full understanding of the 
literacy of their own disciplines.  Students, such as Sam, who already struggle with 
academic literacy, find themselves overwhelmed without having additional strategic 
support from their content area teachers.   
As a result of his experience with trying to learn Spanish, Sam does not think he 
will take another year of the language.  Most colleges only require that a high school 
student take two years of a foreign language, so two years is all he plans to take. 
Sam explained that he struggles similarly with understanding some of the content 
of his Advanced Biology class.  He stated that the textbook is not easy to read or to 
understand, and that the students are not required to read the text.  He and most other 
students use it only as a reference tool, primarily to look up the meanings of the 
vocabulary words.  The writing requirements of the class consists of taking notes from 
the teacher’s power point presentations over each chapter and completing worksheets 
over each chapter.  The reading requirements are focused on students being expected to 
read the power point slides.  
It is a well-known problem among high school teachers that students generally do 
not want to read difficult texts. Teachers will attempt to solve the problem by telling 
students what they need to know, by using presentations, films or video, or just having 
the best readers in the class read the text out loud (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013).  This solves 
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the immediate problem of communicating subject matter, but creates another problem 
because students, especially those who struggle with academic literacy, never learn how 
to read texts for that particular discipline. Even for skilled readers “reading difficult text 
takes persistence and focus” (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013, p. 96).  For a student like Sam, who 
intends to pursue his education after high school, not having the knowledge about how to 
make meaning from difficult text will leave him at a distinct disadvantage in college 
classes where some professors make few allowances for students who struggle with 
academic literacy. 
Reading Enrichment for Sam 
 In accordance with Sam’s academic literacy needs, including the areas he himself 
wants to improve upon, his work in my Reading Enrichment class has two components, 
one of which is to increase the amount he reads. Based upon my observation, and Sam’s 
own assessment, he is what Beers (2003) refers to as an “uncommitted reader”.  He is not 
opposed to reading, it just does not interest him.  As required for the class, Sam began to 
select books at a reading level he was comfortable with to read independently, and for 
this component of the class the only assessment I implemented was requiring him to keep 
a reading log (see Appendix A).  
At first finding a book that interested him was a challenge, but Sam discovered an 
author, Gary Paulson, who writes books he relates to and that he actually enjoys reading. 
Paulson wrote titles such as Hatchet (1987) and Brian’s Hunt (2003), books about 
survival in the wild, hunting and coming of age.  Once Sam discovered an author’s 
writings that appealed to him, he became more comfortable with reading for pleasure. 
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This was something that he said surprised him. Before taking Reading Enrichment, Sam 
read only what was required for his classes, but according to Sam, “I would say reading 
the book I get to choose is more interesting, more enjoyable.”  Over the course of the 
school year Sam read six young adult fiction books.   
Another component of Reading Enrichment for Sam was to develop strategies for 
reading and understanding content material.  This component grew out of my 
implementing, with modifications, the curriculum the district purchased for the class. 
Students choose topics and subjects to research, and write compositions to prompts that 
guide their research at a level of difficulty that is challenging but attainable.   
I provided Sam with direct instruction on how to use different types of graphic 
organizers to organize the information from the sources he selected, and then with 
additional graphic organizers that helped him organize the information he would use to 
develop into paragraphs for his essays (see Appendix B). I ascertained that after 
instruction and guided practice he was able to choose which method of organization 
would work best for the topic he chose.   
Sam researched numerous topics for his compositions during the two semesters of 
Reading Enrichment. I asked Sam whether he gained valuable background knowledge 
from reading and writing about the topics he chose for the class.  Like many teenagers 
Sam can be somewhat inarticulate when he tries to explain something, but he responded 
that he did find value in learning about the topics he chose. 
Yeah, I think it’s important to know random things about something, because [he 
paused].  I don’t know.  There was a topic about the Grand Canyon.  When people 
talk about this, now I know what they are talking about.  When people talk about 
something, it’s nice to know about that topic. 
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Developing broad background knowledge of literature, world knowledge, and life 
experiences is an important strategy to be able to comprehend content material from texts 
(DeVries, 2011). 
After a year of Reading Enrichment, Sam’s assessment of his progress was simply 
put: 
I’ve really improved on gathering information and knowing how to put it into 
writing.  I’ve done reports before, but this has really helped me know how to 
organize my thoughts and information.  Also, different styles of writing.  I was so 
used to doing the same kind all the time.  Now I know different ways to write.  
 
It appeared to me that Sam has gained a significant amount of confidence in both his 
ability to read selected text about different content areas, and his ability to write about 
what he learned. 
Sam did express that while he feels more confident about both his reading ability 
and his writing skills, he still finds it difficult to write persuasive essays. Learning how to 
establish a thesis, create an argument, and then defend it with evidence are skills he still 
wants to improve.  The strategies he learned and used will help him as he continues to 
develop his academic literacies.   
What Motivates Sam? 
By listening to Sam I learned that he has a significant amount of motivation 
behind his desire to improve his academic literacy skills.  Higher student motivation is 
linked with not only better performance in academics, but also to lower dropout rates 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Student motivation, however, is a primary challenge facing 
secondary teachers.  Effective teaching is an integral part of helping students stay 
motivated to navigate difficult text (Wilhelm & Smith, 2007).  Establishing goals 
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motivates students to accomplish challenging tasks (Blumenfeld, 1992).  Learning the 
sources of Sam’s motivation will be an important facet of understanding how Sam, and 
students similar to him, learn to persevere in spite of their struggles with academic 
literacy.  
Sam maintains a positive attitude about his school experience. Sam tells me he 
does not mind at all coming to school.  Like most students, he experiences some days as 
better than others, depending upon what is going on at school, the activities after school, 
and to some degree what he has to do in his classes.  Sam explains that school is where he 
has the opportunity every day to see and to visit with his friends.  Motivation to improve 
in academic literacy for Sam comes not from a compelling interest to learn about the 
subjects he is taking, but from knowing he needs to keep his grades up so he can 
participate in sports and activities.  Sam gains his academic motivation from an aspect of 
his life that for some students can be academically distracting. This external academic 
motivation was shaped by the lowered literacy expectations that resulted in a limited 
concept of himself as a student who could excel academically. 
It is a truth, however, that what Sam enjoys the most are the sports and activities 
that are associated with school. Therefore, in spite of having difficulty with academic 
literacy, he has never entertained the idea of dropping out of school.  In fact, he chuckled 
somewhat incredulously when I asked whether he had ever entertained this idea. He 
responded:  
I think the school does a good job of explaining the dangers of dropping out of 
school.  How hard it is to get a job.  I don’t want to end up like that!  I see a lot of 
people who don’t have much and who really struggle [financially], and I do not 
want to be like that.  I try hard – I don’t want to worry about that.  
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Sam makes a strong correlation between education and the opportunity for financial 
success, and that serves as another area of motivation.  Sam knows he needs to perform 
well in school in order to have a chance to realize his long-term goals of attending college 
and eventually taking over his family’s farm.   
Intrinsic, extrinsic motivation – or both?   The types of academic motivation 
generally recognized by researchers include intrinsic motivation, the desire to achieve 
something because one truly wants to, and extrinsic motivation.  Extrinsic motivation 
occurs not necessarily by doing something for enjoyment, but when an action leads to a 
certain, desired result or goal.  At times, it is difficult to distinguish between the two. 
Sam explained that what motivates him to work hard to improve academically is 
similar to what motivates him to improve athletically. 
I feel like I have been successful because I try hard at everything I do and I hate 
failing at something no matter what it is.  Every time I come to a change in school 
I relate it to sports and how my coaches tell me to never give up because the 
hardest working people will always end up on top. (see Appendix C) 
 
Sam also explained in an interview that when he “zones in on something,” as he does 
when he plays sports, he does not hear the crowd at all.  When he is in the classroom he 
tries to focus on the teacher and block out distractions.  When I asked him if the 
technique he developed in competition transfers to the classroom, he replied, “Yeah, or 
maybe I transferred what I developed in classes to sports.  I really don’t know.”  This 
statement indicates how integrated his love for playing sports and his desire to improve 
academically have become. 
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Another aspect of what motivates Sam is his implicit understanding that in spite 
of how much he loves playing football, his academic performance is ultimately more 
important to his future than how he performs on the field.  Sam noted that it bothers him 
when his fellow athletes focus more on sports and neglect academics.  As Sam says, 
“They don’t try very hard in classes, they care more about the sport they play.  Many 
don’t find school that enjoyable, and there’s an attitude to do only what’s required in 
school so they can play sports.”  This attitude among those he plays sports with is shaped 
by the importance the community of Glenley places on the school’s athletic programs.  
Sam explained that among the populace of Glenley, students get much more 
recognition for athletic achievement than they do for academic achievement.  The local 
papers cover sports thoroughly, and area TV sportscasters often interview local athletes, 
so some students get a good deal of regional name recognition because of their athletic 
achievements. Even the less than stellar athletes gain recognition by association.  From 
my observations, I sense Sam is taking the growing attention he receives from the local 
press in stride and remains grounded in his understanding that he cannot neglect his 
efforts to improve his academic literacy.  
Sam mentioned a friend of his, a fellow athlete who is one of the top athletes in 
the area. He noted, “I think someone like him could really do well in school, but [he] 
doesn’t try.  I don’t know what his grades are, but probably not the best. And he doesn’t 
try because he doesn’t care.”  Sam says this frustrates him because reading and other 
aspects of academic literacy have not come as easily for him as they did for his friend, 
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and Sam has learned he has to work hard to try to overcome his difficulties.  Therefore it 
is not easy for Sam to watch a friend “slide by” putting in little or no effort.   
Sam expressed concern for how this friend will fare when he goes to college. He 
explains that he knows bad study habits in high school do not automatically improve once 
a person gets to college. Sam is already gaining attention for his athletic achievements, so 
his understanding that he cannot neglect academics in order to give all of his focus to his 
athletic endeavors indicates a positive sense of academic agency, which is an element of 
motivation (Moore & Cunningham, 2006). 
Motivation and family support.  Sam explained that he thinks the main reason 
that athletics is the primary focus of the community, and by extension many of the 
students, stems from the families. He put it this way: “If the families focused more on 
academics then maybe students would too.  Maybe in the long run people realize the 
importance of doing well in school, but for the moment it would be sports.”  Sam feels 
fortunate that his parents and sisters encourage him to do well in school.  From visiting 
with Sam’s parents at parent-teacher conferences, I can attest to how supportive and 
involved they are in his academic endeavors. Their involvement has not been intrusive, 
but it has served to mitigate Sam’s sense of himself as a poor reader, and thus as a poor 
student. 
The motivation to perform academically that Sam attributes to the support of his 
family exemplifies, as explained in a report on student motivation research by the Center 
on Education Policy (Usher & Kober, 2012), an aspect of student motivation strongly 
documented by research.  According to this report, parents who are actively involved in 
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their children’s education help them develop feelings of competence, and positive 
attitudes toward academics.  Another finding is that students who are not necessarily 
motivated by the love of learning may be motivated if they see learning as a way to attain 
something else they value.  It does appear that achieving the highest grades he can in his 
classes represents Sam’s sense of doing well in school. His reasons for wanting to do well 
in school are directly tied to his goal of attending a four-year university. 
In order to continue improving his performance in academic literacy, Sam’s 
motivation to earn high grades needs to include a reader identity (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 
2009).  Sam has the identity of an athlete, but creating a genuine reader and learner 
identity is a critical element of sustaining improved academic performance. 
The experience of one year of Reading Enrichment did not erase the fact that Sam 
still encounters difficulties with academic literacy.  What it did do was provide him with 
strategies he can use when he does encounter academic literacy challenges, to raise the 
bar of his own expectations and not to settle for just being “good enough” with academic 
literacy.  If he chooses to incorporate these strategies the on-going process will continue 
to increase his sense of self-confidence about his academic literacy performance.   
My second case study, Cody, is in some ways similar to that of Sam’s.  The 
differences, however underscore the reasons why educators cannot look at students who 
experience difficulties in academic literacy as being identical. Their literacy problems 
may be similar, but the reasons behind their difficulties are unique to the individual as 
should be the approach to literacy instruction and intervention. 
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Chapter 5 
 
Cody 
Cody comes from a similar background to Sam’s.  Both boys have lived their 
entire lives in Glenley, and have been in the same class since Kindergarten. They 
experienced the same teachers in elementary school as well as the same language arts 
instruction.  Their personalities are different, however, and while Sam’s early emotional 
response to school was positive, Cody’s was not.  As a result of this early negative 
emotional response to school, Cody’s story of his struggle with academic literacy 
becomes a case of missed opportunities.   
A Case of Missed Instructional Opportunities 
These missed opportunities led to long term negative consequences for Cody 
when aspects of his personality, specifically his extreme shyness and sensitivity, impeded 
his early ability to adapt to the school environment, thus to respond to initial literacy 
instruction. Cody was very shy when he began school, and according to his self-
description, his initial reaction to Kindergarten and to being in school every day was both 
extreme and negative. In our first interview Cody said,  “I think the first day I was kind of 
freaked out.  I was pretty scared. I was pretty freaked out the first couple of years.  It was 
just a lot to handle, I don’t know.  I just kinda stood around, mostly.”   Cody’s memory is 
of being so painfully shy that initially he did not know how to respond to his teachers or 
understand how he was expected to participate in instruction or activities with other 
students.   
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In time Cody was able to adjust, but it was not something that happened quickly.  
As he says,  “It kept getting more fun. Learning new things, and meeting new people.  
Getting to know them better.  Making friends.” As a 16-year old it is difficult for Cody to 
be articulate when he describes his feelings about his early experiences with school, but it 
is evident that these early experiences had a long-term impact on how he viewed himself 
as a student. His teachers, because of circumstances largely outside of their control, 
missed opportunities to facilitate Cody’s adjustment to becoming a student, and to gain a 
positive sense of student identity. 
 Most teachers do not normally associate the difficulties that some students 
experience adjusting to school as being traumatic. Cody’s unusually negative reaction 
was so strong, however, that a lack of readiness for early learning experiences was a 
repercussion.  When Cody did not learn to read quickly with the method his teachers 
were compelled to use, his anxiety about school only increased because of his struggles 
with learning to read. 
The basic human need to connect, to be a part of the world around us does not 
lessen when students enter a classroom (Elish-Piper et al. 2013).  Students who find 
school a daunting place to go everyday need teachers who are allowed to gain knowledge 
about their students’ needs by “reading the language of their behavior” (Hawkins, 1967/ 
2002).  In order to provide a supportive learning environment, these teachers must then 
be able to create classroom literacy activities that build on their students’ needs (Elish-
Piper et al. 2013).  Cody’s teachers did not have the instructional flexibility they needed 
to adapt to his inability to engage because they had to depend exclusively upon the 
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scripted method of reading instruction they were expected to administer with fidelity. The 
fact that enriched reading opportunities did not happen inside the prescribed language arts 
curriculum constitutes a significant missed opportunity for Cody and for the other 
students as well. 
Without early differentiation in instructional methods, initial negative school 
experiences can impact students’ self-perception of themselves as learners.  This low 
self-perception can carry over and shape whether they view themselves as competent 
readers throughout their school experience. Cody was identified as a struggling reader, 
and problems with literacy, such as what Cody experienced, persist because systems 
provide only “cookie-cutter instructional responses that do not address youth’s literacy 
needs” (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009, p. 11). Because early instruction is critical to 
creating a foundation for students’ literacy development, it is productive for districts to 
provide personalized instruction and interventions, particularly for reading, because a one 
size fits all method cannot meet students’ individual needs.  Cody’s initial experiences 
with school, and his early experience with being a struggling reader significantly shaped 
how he views himself as a student.  How he views himself as a student impacts the 
choices he makes now about his continued school experience. 
Cody’s Place in the Glenley School and Community 
Cody’s sense of place in Glenley High School is one unique to him.  He has 
chosen a path different from the one guided by the status quo student interests of the 
Glenley High School’s milieu.  What is unique to Cody’s experience is that he excels at 
raising and showing prize-winning cattle, an activity that is not part of school sanctioned 
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extra-curricular activities.  Many people in the Glenley community value the importance 
of raising quality cattle, but because it is not an athletic activity, Cody’s school and social 
experiences are different from the students at Glenley who have followed the more 
traditional path of being active in school sponsored athletic activities. 
Cody explains that while he is comfortable when he publically shows cattle, he is 
still very shy in some circumstances. My observations of him in class and in the school 
environment support this.  Cody has difficulty expressing his ideas and feelings when he 
communicates with faculty and staff, but like many teenagers, he appears relaxed when I 
see him with close friends.   Cody does not appear to be uncomfortable in my classroom, 
or when he talks to me, but he is reticent, and rarely speaks unless he is called on to 
respond.  Cody also has a soft voice, barely audible at times.  When I transcribed my 
interviews with him I had to listen very carefully so I did not miss something.  I wrote a 
note to myself indicating that teachers need to follow suit when working with students 
such as Cody, to listen carefully so as not to miss or overlook their unique needs.   
According to Cody, he does get discouraged when his academic performance is 
less than he feels it should be. When he gets discouraged he says it is easy to want to give 
up. Yet, at the same time, he communicates that he has a lot of support from his parents 
and from his older brothers to do well in school, and it is important to him not to let them 
down.  Cody wants to follow in his brothers’ footsteps and attend college, and since his 
dad also wants him to take over the farm operation after he retires, Cody wants to be as 
prepared as he can be to assume that responsibility.  
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Cody has many reasons to want to succeed in high school. His goals to attend 
college and to make his family proud of him appear to be very important to Cody. His 
current anxiety about academics is shaped by his concerns about how well he must 
perform on tests in subjects he struggles with, and on standardized assessments.  His 
ability to comprehend and to understand what he reads is an important factor for Cody to 
consider as he continues to progress in his academic literacy skills.  To alleviate his 
anxiety so he can see himself as a thriving reader and gain confidence in his academic 
literacy skills, Cody is entitled to instruction that treats him as a capable and competent 
learner (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009).  Cody communicated that he tends to perform 
better for teachers who create an environment that allows him to feel capable of meeting 
their expectations. 
An Avid Reader Who Struggles with Academic Literacy 
Cody was identified as a struggling reader in early elementary, and received 
individual tutoring for several summers from Glenley Elementary School’s Speech and 
Language Pathologist. According to Cody’s recollections, the tutor helped him with “the 
reading and vocabulary stuff.  She also helped me with my speech, how to pronounce 
certain sounds, letters and stuff.”  This tutorial support came as a result of Cody’s mother 
actively pursuing ways to help her son overcome his difficulties with reading in school.  
The strong interest and support from Cody’s mother exemplifies one reason why 
Cody does not fit the usual archetype of a struggling reader.  This archetype includes 
students who come from literacy-impoverished environments with parents who may not 
value reading for themselves and do not understand how to best foster their child’s 
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academic literacy skills.  Nothing could be further from Cody’s experience than this 
description.  His mother is a college graduate and there is an established tradition of post-
secondary education in his family. Cody has two older brothers from his mother’s first 
marriage, whom he says he feels very close to and who are well established in their 
professions.  One is a physical therapist and the other is a construction manager.  They 
are both graduates of major universities and, according to Cody, provide him with a 
positive perspective on post-secondary education. 
 Cody’s mother is a former elementary teacher, and currently volunteers at a 
nearby NPO that offers help to young men and their families who are dealing with severe 
emotional and behavior disorders. Cody’s mother has actively encouraged and instilled in 
Cody the importance of reading independently for pleasure.  She recommends books and 
helps Cody find books about subjects that interest him.  Because of this, he has an 
established pattern of reading books he chooses for entertainment. Paradoxically, Cody 
reads often, yet struggles with academic literacy.   
While Cody’s father did not attend college, he is a large landowner in the area of 
Glenley, and raises the commodity crops of corn and soybeans, as well as beef cattle. 
Cody helps his dad with all aspects of the family farm operation, and for several years 
has raised and shown highly prized, award winning beef cattle.  Cody comes from an 
intact middle-class family, and his parents and brothers understand the importance of 
academic literacy and support him as he navigates the expectations of high school.  
Because Cody does not fit the stereotype of a struggling reader, it is important to listen to 
Cody’s story to gain insight about how missed instructional opportunities shaped his 
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response to his early school experiences, as well as his current struggles with academic 
literacy. 
 The insights from Cody’s story indicate that his current difficulties with academic 
literacy are rooted in both his early difficulties with adjusting to school, and to his need 
for a different type of early reading instruction than what was offered by the scripted 
curriculum that is the core Language Arts curriculum at Midtown Elementary School. 
Cody the Student – An Introverted Cowboy 
Cody is in his second year in my Reading Enrichment class, and I have also had 
him as a student in my English classes for two years.  I find Cody to be an 
unprepossessing young man in both manner and appearance, shy and quiet in the 
classroom. Cody is over 6 feet tall, and very slender with straight brown hair and soft, 
dark eyes. It is rare to see Cody in anything but Wrangler jeans and a comfortable shirt, 
and he cultivates a bit of a cowboy persona, the tall silent type.  Perhaps I think this 
because I know Cody loves to raise and show his cattle, and I am aware that he enjoys 
reading stories set in the old West.   
Cody has a brilliant smile that I rarely see in school, but I have seen it several 
times in newspaper photographs taken when he was receiving awards for his prize-
winning steers.  To me, his smile is absolutely transformative, and it makes me wonder 
why I do not see this expression of joy in school.  I may have just not been present when 
Cody has occasion to smile this way in school.   
This year Cody made the choice not to compete in competitive sports. Rather, he 
spends his after school time focusing on his livestock projects.  Cody explained that when 
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he was younger he did play baseball and basketball, and spent a lot of time in summer 
basketball camps, but he has decided not to continue with his involvement with extra-
curricular athletics.  Cody had a difficult conversation with Glenley’s basketball coach 
earlier this year when he told the coach he no longer wanted to participate on the team.  
Cody did not relate the details of his conversation with the coach to me, but the coach 
told several of us in the teacher’s lounge, in very clear language, how he expressed his 
deep disappointment and disapproval to Cody about his choice to no longer play 
basketball. The coach has a strong personality, and from my perspective it took courage 
for Cody to be honest with him about his decision.  My sense is that Cody was sensitive 
to this coach’s vociferous coaching style, and needed a less caustic environment to 
express his talents.  He found that environment working with his show cattle. 
  Cody noted that both of his older brothers were talented athletes in high school, 
and told me in an interview that he enjoyed watching them compete in their games, but 
he feels what he is doing with his livestock is more important to his future plans.  In a 
school and community such as Glenley, choosing not to participate in extra-curricular 
sports activities tends to put students in different social circles from those of the athletes. 
Cody explains that he does have friends who compete athletically and he enjoys watching 
them play. It appears that Cody has no regrets about his choice to forgo athletics.  
Cody is currently a sophomore at Glenley High School, and he took my Reading 
Enrichment class both as a freshman and again this year. He enrolled his freshman year 
because he had been in reading intervention classes in junior high (classes taught by 
another teacher), and both his mother and the guidance counselor felt he would benefit 
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from additional support in academic literacy in high school.  He voluntarily chose to take 
Reading Enrichment for a second year to gain more confidence in the academic literacies 
of content area reading and writing. With his characteristically quiet, low voice, Cody 
explained, “The Reading Enrichment class really helped with knowing how to do 
research.  I kinda wanted to improve – more like the longer writing assignments – getting 
more help so I can write research papers.”  Cody told me he has had the most difficulty 
with the writing expectations of high school, and this has created anxiety that he wants to 
overcome. 
Cody’s elementary school experiences with academic literacy.  Cody’s 
struggles with the reading and writing expectations of high school reflect his earlier 
struggles in elementary school.  Cody knows he was identified as a struggling reader, but 
he was not exactly sure when this happened or how his teachers made this identification.  
Cody remembers being in reading classes, but he does not recall any activities that 
involved talking or writing about what he and his classmates read.  He says that his 
experience was the same nearly every day. He explained, “We would just have these 
books and read stories to each other.  Then we had questions.”  He did say he 
remembered being taught different ways to make sure he followed along while others 
read, but he does not recall discussing the stories, or writing about what they read, only 
filling out worksheets with questions.  
Cody’s elementary reading instruction.  Cody’s reading experience in 
elementary school had as its foundation a scripted, direct instruction reading curriculum.  
The curriculum is based upon the idea that a primary focus on instruction of phonics is 
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necessary in order to prepare students to read for meaning.  Another strong component of 
this curriculum is for students to be able to pronounce words quickly and accurately – 
reading fluency.  For example, as Cody described, he and other students in his group 
were instructed to read short passages aloud to each other.  He and his reading partners 
kept note of miscues when others read, with the goal of reading aloud 100 words per 
minute with no mistakes.   
 Any interaction between the teachers and their students is written out in script, 
and his teachers were expected to follow this script with fidelity.  Included in this script 
are what teachers are to say, how it should be said, and even which gestures to use.  An 
example follows: 
 Task	  1:	  	  Children	  say	  mmm	  as	  in	  mat.	  	  
	   A.	   Let’s	  say	  some	  sounds.	  	  Listen	  to	  the	  sound:	  mmm.	  
	   	   When	  I	  hold	  up	  my	  finger,	  we’re	  going	  to	  say	  (pause)	  mmm.	  
	   	   Get	  ready.	  	  (Hold	  up	  one	  finger	  and	  say	  mmm	  with	  the	  children.	  mmm)	  
	   B.	   Again.	  	  Get	  ready.	  (Hold	  up	  one	  finger	  and	  say	  mmm	  with	  the	  children.)	  
	   C.	   Your	  turn.	  	  Get	  ready.	  	  (Hold	  up	  finger.	  mmm)	  
	   D.	   Again.	  	  Your	  turn.	  	  Get	  ready.	  	  (Hold	  up	  one	  finger.	  mmm.)	  
	   E.	   Call	  on	  different	  children	  to	  do	  C. – (from Reading Mastery I, Presentation 
Book A by Engelmann and Bruner, 1995, p. 1, as reprinted in Beers, 2003) 
 
This scripted approach to early reading instruction is one way to teach phonemic 
awareness, but there is no research evidence that offers proof that it is the best way 
(Allington, 2013).  Every elementary teacher needs to know several approaches of 
teaching the necessary decoding skills, and adapt until they locate the best method for 
each child (Allington, 2013).  What if Cody, a struggling reader who was also very shy 
and having difficulty adapting to the school environment, had had a teacher with the 
autonomy to find the best approach for him?  Could this teacher have facilitated his 
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acquisition of the skills that would have ensured earlier success in reading? As it was, 
Cody says he was overwhelmed by how fast he was expected to learn, and missed the 
opportunity to gain early confidence in his ability to read.   
Researchers have known for more than 20 years that when reading lessons for 
struggling readers are focused on meaning, these readers’ ability to comprehend will 
improve more than when lessons focus primarily on skills (Allington, 2013).  Cody 
explained that he eventually got pretty good at passing the fluency tests, but it was 
understanding the meaning of what he read that he struggled with.  As he puts it: 
It was just answering the questions about what I read, and if I had to write about 
it.  Comprehension was what was hard.  Yeah, it was just trying to find the 
answers.  I don’t know if I always remembered everything the first time I read it.  
If I read it twice, it was always more clear.  Read it once, I don’t always see it, but 
if I read it a time or two I can get it a lot better. 
 
Cody indicated further that the questions he had to answer on the worksheets for each 
story was what he struggled with.  My sense is that the extra tutoring Cody received 
when he was younger did help him with his fluency of pronunciation and pace, but not 
with comprehension.  
 I have learned that Cody’s current difficulties in my English classes mirror what 
he struggled with in elementary.  Cody can pronounce words correctly and can read a text 
aloud with very few mistakes.  Cody’s ability to comprehend what he reads, however, 
still depends upon his having the time to read something more than once, to fully 
understand the meanings of difficult vocabulary, and to complete other comprehension 
strategies, such as the use of graphic organizers.  Being a part of class discussion also 
helps Cody understand the meaning of what he has read by building on his background 
93 
	  
knowledge.  If Cody misses any of these steps, the grades he earns on his quizzes and 
tests suffer because he has not been able to comprehend the deeper meaning of the stories 
or connect with the themes of the literature. 
Cody’s meaningful literacy experiences in elementary school.  Cody does not 
have any memory of being taught specific strategies to help him read different kinds of 
texts for meaning.  He does recall that he enjoyed learning about certain subjects in social 
studies and science.  He remembers connecting with the content of these subjects. He 
stated: 
[I liked learning] about different countries and facts.  I always wanted to learn a 
little more about that.  And, mmm, yeah.  When we were learning about DNA and 
the evolution of life. I wanted to learn more about that.  It seemed kinda cool 
about how humans evolved – maybe even from fish. 
 
It appears that what Cody read in his content area classes interested him more than what 
he was reading in his core-reading book. Young readers are motivated to read when they 
have authentic purposes for doing so (Lenters, 2006). Student interest is quite likely one 
of the most authentic purposes that exists for students to read, and Cody likely would 
have progressed more quickly in his reading skills had he been able to choose books 
about what interested him as he was learning to read. 
 As Cody got older, however, disciplinary reading became more challenging. It is 
important to note that student interest can and does provide motivation for students to 
read difficult content text. Content area reading strategies are effective in increasing 
motivation, especially for students who struggle with reading comprehension (Hynd-
Shanahan, 2013).  What if Cody had been taught and/or been given time to practice 
specific strategies that supported his comprehension of content area texts?  A positive 
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outcome could have resulted in these strategies helping him adapt to high school content 
area expectations, an area he struggles with now. 
Cody’s Transition to High School 
 What Cody remembers most about his transition to 7th grade, (at Glenley, the 7th 
and 8th grade classes are held in the high school wing, and share many of the same 
teachers) was that he had more homework, and that reading was no longer a class that he 
took every day.  The kinds of reading changed too, as did the level of difficulty. In an 
interview, Cody noted, for example, that the story problems in math were harder to figure 
out.  In some classes, however, he points out that the teacher reads the text to the students 
or has another student, a good reader, do the reading. This is a concern for a struggling 
reader, such as Cody, because what struggling readers actually need are more 
opportunities to read (Allington, 2013).  What happens, unfortunately, is that too often 
readers who struggle do less reading and fill out more worksheets. 
 Another aspect about Cody’s transition from elementary to secondary school that 
emerged from our conversations is how important it is for Cody to have a positive 
relationship with his teachers to be able to learn from their instruction.  In an interview he 
explained what happens to him when there is a negative connection with a teacher: 
It just makes you want to give up.  It creates more problems because it makes you 
block out the teacher.  It might work for some [students] but I think it causes 
anxiety when the teacher starts yelling.  At least for me.  I’m done for the day, and 
then homework is even more stressful.  It affects the desire to even learn. 
 
As Hawkins (1967, 2002) points out in his classic essay, I, Thou, and It, students “are not 
always able to sort out all of this feedback for themselves” (p. 56).  A sensitive student 
such as Cody may take teachers’ negative behavior personally, and a subsequent response 
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to this kind of classroom climate can and does affect students’ ability to learn.  I 
discovered that Cody does not function well if he does not trust his relationship with a 
teacher.  An example of this was in his apparent discomfort with the direction of a coach 
who was very vocal in his coaching style.  Cody dealt with this situation by ending his 
participation on the basketball team.  Cody indicates that relationships with his teachers 
throughout his school experience have had a significant impact on his academic literacy 
growth. 
Secondary academic literacy expectations.  Although Cody experiences 
difficulty with the reading in all of his classes in high school, the writing expectations 
that he feels he has the most difficulty with began in 7th grade and continue to the present.  
In his 7th and 8th grade English classes, Cody explained that he had to write lengthy book 
reports. Although he and the other students selected the books they read, he felt 
unprepared for the difficulty of the expectations of these book reports.  Cody’s teacher 
reviewed the elements of fiction with her students and explained what needed to be 
covered in their reports, but since Cody had had little background in elementary with 
analyzing literature, he said he could not understand the expectations quickly enough, so 
he did not do well.    
Another junior high requirement for Cody, in both English and Social Studies, 
was to complete a research paper.  Again, his English teacher [another teacher], reviewed 
what was required, both the process and the finished product, but Cody still felt 
overwhelmed.  He said this experience was, “Not that great.  Probably the research part.  
It was pretty tough, we had to research more and find a lot about our topics.”  Both the 
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research papers and the book reports required Cody and the other students to write about 
what they had read, a complex cognitive process. 
 “Reading requires students to gather background knowledge and connect it to the 
new information they are processing.  Writing requires they synthesize their thoughts to 
articulate a message in print” (DeVries, 2011, p. 283).  There is a considerable amount of 
comprehension involved in this process, and for a student such as Cody, who struggles 
with comprehension, the anxiety and insecurity about completing this type of assignment 
affects his ability to produce writing that meets the teacher’s expectations.  That Cody 
recognizes this, and decided to take Reading Enrichment for a second year so he could 
become more confident in his writing skills, shows positive academic agency on his part.  
Making good academic choices will be necessary and beneficial to Cody as he continues 
to make sense of the literacy expectations of high school. 
The classes that require the most academic reading and writing for Cody at this 
point of his high school tenure appear to be his Language Arts classes, which include 
Speech Communication, taught by the other English teacher, and English II, the class I 
teach.  Cody explains that from his perspective there is a lot of writing in Speech 
Communications.  He pointed out that there is one kind of writing style that he finds 
particularly difficult.  Cody said,  “Writing our speeches and things.  It’s OK, except for 
persuasive.  That one is hard.  It’s really tough to make it persuasive, not informative.”  
Writing of any kind is a skill that takes a good deal of practice.  Developing an argument 
for persuasive writing is particularly challenging, and involves a clear understanding of 
the subject, and the ability to comprehend information that both supports an opinion, and 
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information that challenges the same opinion.  Synthesizing information in this way is 
complex. For struggling students, it is imperative to have a teacher who will give explicit 
instruction about and support during the writing process to help facilitate students’ 
progress and allow them to experience success. 
Cody explains that students are expected to read the textbook in Speech 
Communications, and in addition he indicated that they were expected, as he put it, to 
write “lots of notes from her lectures and Power Point presentations.  She would tell us 
what to write, she didn’t want us just copying the Power Point.”  Learning effective ways 
to take notes is an effective comprehension strategy, and having a teacher model this 
provides strong support for students who struggle with academic literacy.  
English II and Reading Enrichment are the two classes where I am Cody’s 
teacher. English II is a literature-based class and students are given assignments that 
include reading literature from a world literature anthology that includes the genres of 
short story, essay, poetry, and drama. Students read fiction and non-fiction books to 
supplement the readings from the anthology. This year I required students to bring a book 
of their own selection to class each day, and I provide time for independent reading 
whenever possible. Differentiated vocabulary study and writing instruction that is 
focused on persuasive writing are also integral components of class instruction. 
Cody is quiet in class, consequently he contributes when I specifically ask for his 
input, but there are times when he does not appear to have a lot of confidence in his 
answers.  Cody acknowledges that he struggles to comprehend some of the literature he 
and the rest of the class are assigned to read.  In our conversations I discovered that Cody 
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appreciates it when I read selections of literature aloud to the class. Read-alouds can be 
an effective comprehension strategy for readers of all ages, (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013) 
and are an especially effective way to introduce challenging text that readers, especially 
those who struggle, may not have the confidence to read independently. 
An example of a challenging piece of literature I read aloud in English II class is a 
short story written by Edgar Allen Poe.  Cody noted that when I read The Pit and the 
Pendulum aloud to the class, he was able to get a better understanding of the plot of the 
story than he would have had he read it independently. Because of its unfamiliar setting 
and its challenging vocabulary and syntax, Cody told me is unsure he would have even 
been able to read this story independently with any understanding had I not read portions 
of it aloud. 
Reading aloud to students of any age is a research supported comprehension 
strategy (Beers, 2003; DeVries, 2011).  I use it occasionally with high school students in 
all of my English classes to introduce a story and combine my reading portions of 
selections aloud with silent independent reading by the students. At the high school level 
it is important for all readers, especially those who struggle, to develop and use strategies 
that support the goal of becoming independent readers.  Introducing difficult text, and 
modeling how it sounds by reading aloud can help students visualize the scenes and the 
characters.  Scaffolding this into independent reading is a strategy that can help all 
readers, but it especially allows those who struggle the opportunity to approach text with 
more confidence (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013). 
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Disciplinary academic literacy.  Cody’s experience with academic reading and 
writing requirements in his content area classes is very different from that of his 
Language Arts classes.  Cody is enrolled in Spanish, and explains that there is very little 
reading required in this class.  According to Cody,  “We don’t really read in that book, 
because there isn’t anything to read.  He just kinda teaches us the words and the 
meanings and how to use it in Spanish.”  Cody did say that he has some trouble with 
Spanish grammar because some of the rules are different from those of English.  Having 
an opportunity to read text written in Spanish would provide Cody the opportunity to 
become more familiar with sentence structure and how words work in Spanish, and to 
garner meaning from reading text written in Spanish as he becomes more familiar with 
the vocabulary. 
 Cody indicates that the content area class he struggles with the most is Biology. 
Cody noted that in Biology the students are not required to read the textbook.  He said, 
“We do some reading, but [take] a lot of notes from his Power Points.  There are a lot of 
vocabulary terms we have to learn too.”  He described the reading in science as being 
very different from what he reads in English.  As he put it, “It’s more explaining, like the 
vocabulary we need to know.  Sometimes there are equations that the reading explains.  
Actually, we don’t really read the science book.  We just take notes is all.”  Cody further 
explained that the students in his class use the science textbooks primarily to look up the 
answers for the worksheets and to look up the definitions for the vocabulary words. 
 Cody’s experience reflects what is common practice in classes that cover difficult 
subject matter (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013).  Students have difficulty reading the text, and do 
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not want to read it.  Teachers often solve this problem by telling the students what they 
need to know about the subject matter, or at best have one of the best readers in the class 
read the text aloud. Gaining experience in how to read difficult text is what struggling 
readers need.  Hynd-Shanahan (2013) suggests several strategies that content area 
teachers can implement to facilitate students’ reading. Examples include: 
Breaking up the reading into smaller chunks to build reading stamina.  Being 
explicit about your intentions to build persistence and capacity.  Create a climate 
in which struggle with text is honored and a valued part of learning and provide 
instruction that helps students pay attention to the important parts of text, such as 
graphic organizers and annotation.  Set purposes for reading which are authentic 
to the discipline and foster students’ collaborative efforts by teaching them to 
work together respectfully to solve comprehension problems. (pp. 96, 97) 
 
Strategies such as these are not complicated, and if used effectively in the classroom, help 
avoid the long-term problem that can emerge when students never learn how to read 
difficult text.  For students such as Cody, who struggle with academic literacy, it is 
helpful when teachers implement such strategies to help ensure their students’ short-term 
and long-term success. 
Reading Enrichment for Cody 
 When Cody took Reading Enrichment as a freshman the year before, the aspect of 
academic literacy he worked on most was researching and composing well-developed 
paragraphs to the prompts provided by the curriculum purchased by Glenley High School 
for the class.  This year he enrolled in the class again so he could gain more experience 
and confidence in writing longer compositions.  
The writing process for the class was one I worked out together with Cody and 
the other students in the class.  The process reflects the underlying premise of effective 
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writing workshops (DeVries, 2011). All writers need regular, sustained time for writing, 
and they need to be able to choose their topics. In the Reading Enrichment class the 
students and I have been able to create a supportive environment where no one fears 
being ridiculed, either by me or by each other.  Cody is able to work at his own pace as 
he follows the process of prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing his final 
draft for evaluation.  Cody selects and uses specific graphic organizers that he is most 
comfortable with that facilitate his writing process (See Appendix D). 
During this process I was also able to provide Cody brief sessions of explicit 
instruction on how to discern valid sources, how to use effective prewriting activities, and 
how to use appropriate graphic organizers to organize his thoughts, both for what 
information to include in his essays, and how to organize paragraphs within each essay.  
Included in this instruction was how to balance his use of time by setting goals, both 
daily and weekly, estimating the time he needed to perform each task, then incorporating 
this into a written plan. There were times when Cody needed to revisit and modify his 
plans.  My observations were, however, that the planning itself alleviated a good deal of 
the anxiety that long writing assignments had previously caused for Cody.  The more 
relaxed atmosphere allowed him the opportunity to develop more confidence as a writer. 
As a result Cody began to be more comfortable with his own writing voice, or the way he 
speaks to his reader. 
 Like many students who struggle with academic literacy, I noted that initially 
Cody had difficulty trusting his own writing skills.  When he took notes from his sources, 
they were written nearly verbatim.  I have found that when students take notes verbatim, 
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this can exacerbate the problem of direct plagiarism because students essentially copy 
information from their source notes into their essay.  With practice, however, Cody 
steered himself away from this style of note taking, and as a result expanded his choice 
and use of vocabulary and sentence structure when he drafted his essays.  
Cody became increasingly more comfortable and confident in his ability to 
research and compose, and he said in one of our conversations that he actually grew to 
like writing the longer compositions. From my observations, and knowing where Cody 
began with his academic writing as a freshman, his comments show that he is cognizant 
of making significant progress in his level of confidence.  Instead of dreading, or being 
intimidated by extended writing assignments, Cody now approaches them as he puts it, as 
“very doable.” 
 Independent reading, another component of Reading Enrichment was, according 
to Cody, his favorite part of the class.  He said he appreciates having time every day to 
read books he selects about subjects he enjoys, such as Westerns, mysteries, adventures, 
outdoor books and sports.  Because of his mother’s guidance and encouragement, Cody 
came into the class with an established habit of reading for pleasure.  I helped him add 
some simple comprehension strategies, such as keeping a written book log/summary, a 
strategy he is able to carry over into the reading he does for his academic classes.  These 
strategies, if he continues to use them, will help Cody continue to improve in his ability 
to read and to comprehend text. 
 Overall, Cody believes that his experiences with reading books and magazines of 
his choice has helped him with the reading he is required to do in his high school classes.  
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His insight is supported by Allington (2013) when he notes that how much children read 
is a better indicator of who will become good readers and who will not.  Cody even 
recommends that someone coming into high school should purposefully take time to read 
for pleasure. He explains it in his unassuming way:  “I think reading over the summer 
helps when we come back to school.  Have a list to pick from and keep a reading log.  
Some probably wouldn’t do it, but it would help the students who struggle with reading.”  
From his personal experience, Cody is now able to recognize what has helped him 
overcome some of the difficulties he has had with academic reading.  He feels confident 
enough in his realization that he is willing to pass on this understanding to others. 
What Motivates Cody? 
 Much of Cody’s motivation to do well in school stems from the support and 
encouragement he receives from his family, and from his goal to pursue post-secondary 
education.  Cody has two older brothers who have graduated from two different 
universities, and who are successful in their chosen fields.  He explains that his older 
brothers talk to him about their college experiences and they want him to go on to college 
for many reasons.  Cody understands that one important reason is that they want him to 
learn and to experience other things outside his life in Glenley.  He feels he could, 
“advance my knowledge too, in mechanics and technology.  There’s a lot more 
technology in farming now.  My dad always regrets that he didn’t go to college for that.”  
From our conversations, I have discerned that Cody has a considerable amount of respect 
for his older brothers and for his parents, and appreciates the fact that they feel he is 
capable of continuing his education after high school. 
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Cody came to see that nearly everything he learns in school would help him both 
to succeed in college, and to succeed in his eventual goal of operating his family’s farm. 
This positive attitude toward school reflects a point made by Blumenfeld (1992) when 
she notes, “Reactions to challenge may depend on whether students perceive that what is 
being learned or gained from tasks is valuable” (p. 273).  Cody has decided that even 
though academic reading and writing are difficult for him, it is worth it for him to 
persevere, because this effort is valuable to his future. 
Extrinsic or intrinsic motivation.  Cody’s motivation is extrinsic in that it stems 
from “the performance of an activity in order to attain some separable outcome” (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000, p. 71). In his case, Cody may not enjoy certain classes, however, he 
recognizes the worth of the classes he is required to take given his long-term goals.  It is 
very possible that because of his early struggles with academic literacy, it is unlikely that 
Cody could have attained this level of understanding of the purpose of doing well in high 
school without the strong support of his family. Again, this is motivation that is coming 
from outside, but it is authentic motivation in that the family support is not coming in the 
form of control or threats.  Rather, Cody has been able to attain what Ryan and Deci 
(2000) refer to as “integrated regulation [which] occurs when identified regulations are 
fully assimilated to the self, which means they have been evaluated and brought into 
congruence with one’s other values and needs” (p. 73).  His parents’ and brothers’ 
educational values are Cody’s, and he gains a strong sense of self from sharing these 
values with his family. 
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 Cody is forthright with me and with himself about how important it is for him to 
keep working hard to improve his academic study skills.  He wrote in a letter writing 
assignment: 
I think most of the choices I make academically are pretty good but I know every 
once in a while I get lazy and decide to slack off.  I usually start doing that at the 
end of the school year.  This year I have focused much harder on trying not to do 
that and I think it will pay off. (See Appendix E) 
 
Cody told me wants to live up to his older brothers’ and parent’s expectations.  He knows 
they are high, but this creates within him a sense of positive self-worth when they all 
expect good things from him academically.  He continued in the letter he wrote:  “My 
parents influence lots of my choices so far through high school.  They help me keep 
focused throughout the school year and through the summer so I’m ready when I go back 
to school in August” (See Appendix E). Cody’s sense of motivation reflects the outcomes 
that Ryan and Deci (2000) identify as more positive coping styles, those of persistence 
and the willingness to expend more effort to achieve realistic goals. 
Cody learns best in a relational teacher/student environment.  The times when 
Cody struggles to stay motivated in a given class situation is when he encounters teachers 
whose methods and style appear to intimidate him.  This feeling of intimidation is 
reminiscent of his reaction to being so overwhelmed with his initial experience with 
school that he was not able to engage with the teacher and his/her instruction. Cody 
admits that when a teacher yells, either at him or at another student, he shuts down.  This 
reaction is not necessarily uncommon in students, but by the time they reach high school, 
my experience is that most students mask their reactions, and often do not visibly register 
their intimidation.  Cody’s recognition of his sensitivity to certain teacher behavior does 
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indicate a growing emotional maturity and honesty about how he experiences school, and 
which classroom climates allow him to feel comfortable and safe.  
An underlying metaphor for teaching is the comparison of teaching and learning 
to overcoming any barrier in order to move forward.  In order to come to school and 
learn, students need to cross barriers, both physical and emotional (Van Manan, 1991).  
What teachers can forget sometimes is that learning is always an individual affair, and 
that patience is a quality of teachers that allows them to meet the child “where the child 
is” (p. 156), rather than expecting the student to cross barriers alone with no adult, 
professional support.  Teacher behavior does have an effect upon student motivation, and 
it is incumbent upon teachers to always do what is right and good for his/her students in 
order to foster their personal growth (Van Manan, 1991).   
With the background of support of his family, Cody is growing in his ability to 
overcome his response to negative classroom climates. Cody told me that he feels it is the 
responsibility of teachers and students together to create a comfortable classroom 
environment.  He believes that teachers need to set goals for their classes, but it would 
help if they took individual students into consideration.  In his letter he wrote: 
I always try to reach [teachers’ goals] but I am not always succeeding at that. I 
think teachers need to set goals more for certain students rather than just the 
whole class.  Students are not all the same when it come [sic] to learning. Some 
students try and reach the teachers’ goal but sometimes those goals are just set a 
little to [sic] high for them.  If teachers would set more goals for individual 
students it should help many more kids throughout their high school career. 
(Appendix E) 
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This shows insightful thought on Cody’s part, and this insight is a positive consequence 
of his growing understanding of the importance of making the most of his remaining 
experience with school. 
 The missed opportunities in Cody’s early experience with academic literacy 
happened with no intentional ill will on the part of his teachers.  He was identified as a 
struggling reader and provided the support available under the strictures of the scripted 
curriculum with its focus more on standardized test skills rather than on the student 
behind the test scores.  Could Cody be experiencing less stress with high school academic 
literacy expectations had he had access to a more personalized approach to his reading 
instruction in grades K-6?  The fact that he enjoys reading books of his own choice for 
pleasure and understands well what he reads indicates that if his teachers had had the 
discretion to adapt their instruction to his needs, he would have become much more 
confident in his literacy skills. 
 To his credit, however, Cody took the initiative to avail himself of the opportunity 
to have the additional support and instruction of the Reading Enrichment class, not once, 
but twice.  He is gaining self-confidence in his own ability to perform academically and 
as a result is better able to handle the stress that has impeded his scholastic performance.  
This is an aspect of academic identity, the sense of self-confidence to perform 
academically, which eludes the subject of my third case study, Steve.  
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Chapter 6  
 Steve 
 Steve’s difficulties with academic literacy are similar to those of Sam and Cody 
as he has difficulty with reading challenging content text with comprehension, but his 
experience with school has been very different.  Steve experienced school in large, urban 
districts before moving to Glenley, so he did not have the continuity the others had by 
attending the same district throughout their school experience.  Steve’s story illustrates a 
case of a student who is now dealing with the consequences of being what Beers (2005) 
identifies as an “uncommitted reader.”  Becoming an uncommitted reader is a process 
that happens over time, it rarely happens purposefully, and the reasons are different for 
each student.   
A Case of an Uncommitted Reader 
According to Beers (2003), uncommitted readers are able to read, but do not 
enjoy reading, do not make time to read, do not identify as readers, and at best, view 
reading as being functional, so they engage in reading only when required.  An 
interesting additional characteristic is that uncommitted readers do have positive feelings 
about other readers (p. 8).  I sense that this is true for Steve.  It is as if he admires from 
afar what reading does for other people. A consequence of being an uncommitted reader, 
however, is that Steve has entered high school without a reader’s identity and this has had 
a significantly negative effect upon his academic literacy.   
 In our interviews, as I listened to Steve talk about his experience with school, I 
discovered that his difficulty with the process of establishing an identity as a reader began 
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shortly after he began school.  An experience Steve shared illustrates his reaction to his 
early struggles with reading.  He remembers attempting to be invisible to his teachers. 
Steve would try to hide so he would not have to read aloud during the daily round robin 
reading routine. As he told me in an interview: 
If we had to like read a paragraph I’d always like try to hide, like go behind 
[another student]. Like we’d be in the classroom, in like a U, and I’d try to scoot 
away from the table so the teacher wouldn’t see me so – I didn’t want to read 
[aloud]. 
 
This is a memory Steve has from early elementary school, a time when most students are 
eager to participate in any school activity. Trying to become invisible to adults is not 
usually something a very young child attempts to do in school unless perhaps they are 
playing a game of superheroes.   
 Steve’s experience with school lacks evidence of consistently having teachers 
who view teaching as relational.  Literacy educators have identified the benefits to 
learning that occur when students feel accepted, valued, and respected (Elish-Piper et al. 
2013). Among these benefits are enhanced motivation and increased academic 
achievement (p. 6).  Steve attended school at two large urban school districts before he 
enrolled at Glenley, and his experience in the large schools indicates that his sense of 
disconnectedness was exacerbated by being in classrooms where, as he says:  
teachers really don’t take the time to actually teach.  They just give you a 
worksheet or a packet and hope you can figure it out.  Because they have so many 
kids in the classes, so many to try to teach.  The teachers didn’t know us very 
well. 
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These conditions are not conducive to helping students gain an academic identity, or to 
helping students develop positive academic agency, particularly students who struggle 
with reading.   
 Another factor that impacted Steve’s struggle with academic literacy likely was 
shaped by his having to adapt to the different curricula and teaching methods at several 
school districts.  This came as a result of his parents relocating several times for 
professional reasons.  Steve is not alone in dealing with academic issues created by 
mobility.  Children of military personnel and clergy often experience having to adapt to 
multiple school districts. Currently there are increasing numbers of students in public 
schools who face the same situation because society has become more mobile (Editorial 
Projects in Education Research Center).  It is becoming less and less usual that students 
spend their entire school experience in one school district.  Learning from Steve’s 
experience will allow teachers and administrators to reflect upon their districts’ efficacy 
in providing smooth transitions for students who enter and leave districts because of their 
parents’ mobility. 
 It is evident to me both from our interviews and from having Steve in my classes 
that he does not avoid reading because of an inability to learn, or an inability to 
concentrate on something that interests him.  For example, a recurring thread in our 
conversations is Steve’s love of playing drums, and for skateboarding and BMX racing, 
activities that require high levels of concentration and skill.  These are activities that 
according to Steve, he became absorbed in as a way to alleviate the stress he feels about 
his poor academic performance.  
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The insights gained from listening to Steve’s experience with school, and how he 
currently approaches academic expectations offer an opportunity to understand how and 
why supporting adolescents who struggle with academic literacy entails much more than 
merely intervening with instruction and drill on specific reading skill sets.  Helping these 
students involves understanding the layers of individual students’ personalities and life 
situations.   
In Steve’s case, his personality includes his reserved temperament, his sense of 
being disconnected to school curricula, and his sensitive nature.  His life situations have 
involved his having to adapt to different school environments, including moving from a 
city to a small, rural school district.  Regardless of where students are enrolled in school, 
helping Steve and other struggling students involves developing an “ethos of hospitality 
in education” (Rud, 1995, p. 119) in order to work with students as individuals and to 
help them find ways to unlock their learning potential. 
A Discouraged Struggling Reader 
Of the three students in my case studies, Steve faces the most serious challenges. 
According to Steve’s account, he was identified as a struggling reader early in his 
elementary school experience, and was given additional instruction with the intent of 
helping him improve his reading competence.  As we examine Steve’s experience with 
academic literacy it is worth noting that he too does not fit the usual previously discussed 
stereotype of a student who would have difficulties learning to read. 
Steve’s parents are both graduates of a Midwestern liberal arts university, and 
both have since earned post-graduate professional degrees.  When Steve began school he 
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and his family lived in a large city in the southwestern U.S.  His mother was an 
elementary teacher, and his dad had begun his work as a pastor.  Steve has good 
memories of his parents reading to him when he was young, so he was exposed to a 
literacy-enriched environment when he was very young.   
Steve is quiet and reserved, but his eyes lit up when he enthusiastically recalled 
times when his mom helped him with his reading.  He said: 
Yeah, like my mom was doing something for teaching.  She’s a principal now, but 
back then she was a teacher.  She had this big booklet.  She had like lessons and 
stuff for like curriculum, and I’d read that sometimes and that maybe helped.  I 
felt more comfortable. 
 
The support he received from his mother, and her evident knowledge of instructional 
tools that helped Steve with his reading, are indicative of an encouraging home 
environment.  
 Steve’s oldest brother currently attends a nearby community college, and his other 
brother will graduate from Glenley this year.  This brother has been accepted to attend his 
parents’ alma mater.  Steve plans to follow in his parents’ and brothers’ footsteps and 
envisions himself going to college, something he views as necessary because the idea of 
becoming a school guidance counselor appeals to him.  
 Strong family support from professional parents, and a goal to attend a four-year 
university are factors that put Steve outside the most common descriptions of students 
who would struggle with learning to read, and of those who become uncommitted 
readers. Steve did not grow up in poverty or in an environment with adults who do not 
value literacy. Along with the stories of Sam and Cody, Steve’s story provides additional 
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evidence that there is no one size fits all definition of a struggling reader, just as there is 
no one size fits all method of helping adolescents who struggle with academic literacy. 
Steve’s place in the Glenley community and school.  Steve and an older brother 
moved to Glenley three years ago with their father when he was called to be the pastor 
for a church in Glenley.  His parents had recently divorced and his mother remained in a 
city near Glenley where she works as an elementary school principal.  Initially the move 
did not go well for Steve.  He explained that at first:  
It was tough – I was used to huge classes in a big school.  When I came here it 
was really weird, ‘cause everyone already knew each other.  I didn’t like it at first 
because I didn’t know anybody, but after I lived here more I liked it. 
 
Steve was so disconcerted by the adjustment to living in a rural community, and the lack 
of anonymity that he had grown used to, that he moved back to live with his mother for a 
while.  He was doing so poorly in school, however, that his parents decided the 
environment of the smaller school at Glenley could offer him better opportunities for 
success, and more one-on-one support from teachers.   
 In the three years Steve has been living and attending school in Glenley, he has 
grown to appreciate life in a rural community. According to Steve, the reasons include 
that fact that: 
Most people here are farmers, and I can connect because my grandpa [his dad’s 
dad] owned a feedlot, and my uncles on my dad’s side are all farmers so I can 
connect with that.  It was different because no one in [the city where Steve used to 
live] was a farmer.  Everybody is friendly here. 
 
The lack of anonymity that Steve had difficulty with at first became less of a problem 
when he made a positive connection with the people in Glenley.   
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Steve also explained that he feels more connected to his teachers and other 
students in a smaller school environment. He has become comfortable attending school 
where all his teachers know him and are willing to offer him extra help and opportunities 
to get his grades back up if he starts slipping. In an interview Steve describes this 
situation as a positive change from what he was used to. As he puts it,  “I can concentrate 
on my work instead of slacking off.  In a big school it’s easy to slack off and people don’t 
really notice.  Here I can actually get good grades and do good in school.”  As one of his 
classroom teachers, I recognize that Steve’s academic experience at Glenley has not been 
smooth and he struggles to cope with and to overcome anxiety about his academic 
performance, anxiety that hampers his academic progress. 
Steve the Student – He Hears a Different Drummer 
 Steve is currently finishing his freshman year at Glenley High School.  He has 
been a student in this district for three years.  The school year of 2012-2013 was the first 
year I had Steve as a student, and he enrolled in two of my classes, English I, and 
Reading Enrichment.  Steve is reserved, and I often notice him daydreaming, his eyes and 
mind somewhere different from the present.  He is not quite 6 feet tall with a stocky 
physique, and straight brown hair that comes close to covering his brown eyes.  Steve’s 
shoulders stoop a bit, and he is usually dressed in comfortable non-descript clothing and 
sneakers.   
 It is worth noting that Steve was able to be part of Glenley’s high school football 
team this past fall, an experience he most likely would never have had while attending an 
urban school because of the highly selective process that athletes undergo to be a member 
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of a team. Steve says he enjoyed playing football immensely, yet in my perception he 
does not exhibit the typical persona of an athlete, physically or by personality.  He does 
not appear to have a competitive nature, nor does Steve exhibit the muscular physique 
that has become common among athletes who spend their summers in the weight room. 
Rather, Steve has a gentle persona and from my observations he has an easy-going 
nature.  His friends are among those students who are not considered the most popular 
among the student body, but popularity does not appear to be important to Steve.  From 
what I observe, it appears that he has empathy for students who are less fortunate than he, 
and he is comfortable befriending them. 
 Steve’s demeanor with his teachers is very polite and non-confrontational, 
although I observe that he can appear to be somewhat detached from the essence of 
conversations with teachers and other adults.  One of Steve’s characteristics is that when 
he is sitting at his desk, his hands and sometimes his feet are nearly always tapping out a 
rhythm as if he were playing an invisible set of drums.  A pencil or pen in his hand 
becomes an outlet for his inner energy and the rhythms only he hears.  
It is not surprising that Steve’s favorite class in high school is band where he is a 
talented percussionist.  Steve told me in an interview, however that he is unable to read 
music. When I consider Steve and his unique personality, I am reminded of a line from 
Thoreau’s work, Waldon.  “If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it 
is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music he hears however 
measured or far away.” It has occurred to me that this habit of always tapping a rhythm 
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may provide Steve with an inner escape from the pent up anxiety he says he feels almost 
daily about his experience with school. 
 Steve acknowledges that he struggles with the academic expectations of most of 
the subjects he is enrolled in this year.  His academic performance was low enough that 
he entered into an academic contract with the secondary principal.  In a letter he wrote for 
an English assignment he explained: 
The first couple weeks I was doing pretty well in classes, until my math grade 
went down then I began to stress out.  I just basically stopped doing homework.  
Mrs. A motivated me with a contract that I signed saying I will stay on top of my 
assignments, but if I didn’t I would have detention after school for 45 minutes. 
(See Appendix F)  
 
This academic contract is a method the principal of Glenley junior/senior high school 
developed to support teachers’ efforts to help students who struggle in their classes.  The 
intent of the academic contract is that if a student is doing poorly in a class, he/she agrees 
to spend time after school with individual teachers obtaining additional instruction until 
he or she is successful in improving his or her grades in a given class.   
A few of the teachers Steve could benefit from spending extra time with are also 
his coaches, so these teachers are unavailable to help him with individual instruction after 
school because of athletic practices.  Unfortunately, the time he spent after school did not 
then have the intended effect on his academic performance. Rather than working with 
teachers, I witnessed Steve sitting quietly in the back room of the principal’s office after 
school waiting for his required 45 minutes of after school time to be over.  What could 
have been additional instructional opportunities for Steve unfortunately turned into 
unproductive time spent watching the clock. 
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 To understand why Steve reached high school without personal strategies in place 
to facilitate his academic progress I asked him to recall his early elementary experiences 
with reading.   
Steve’s elementary school literacy instruction.  Steve’s memories of his early 
elementary classroom reading instruction include remembering that he and his classmates 
would get into groups and each of them would read aloud for a certain amount of time.  
This practice of round robin reading is a method that has been shown to be a “less 
effective use of instructional time than other alternatives” (Allington, 2013, p. 8), because 
while one child is reading the others at best simply follow along, are reading ahead from 
boredom or to practice the section they will most likely be asked to read, or are not 
engaged in active reading.  
Steve recalls that the books he and his classmates read were about various 
subjects, and when they finished reading there were questions on worksheets to answer 
about what they read.  Steve remembers his early frustration with this process. He 
explained, “Like if I was reading, and I like stumbled, I was trying to keep it fluent.  I 
don’t know, I just didn’t really understand why I couldn’t like talk or read good.  I got 
frustrated.”  Steve said his teacher began to notice that he was having difficulty so he was 
placed in a special reading class.  He remembers considering this class as punishment for 
not being able to read well.  In retrospect, however, Steve said in an interview that he 
accepts that his teacher was following the school’s reading intervention procedure as a 
way to try to help support Steve’s reading acquisition. 
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 Steve’s memory of this reading intervention class is one of his earliest memories 
of school.  According to Steve, “Uhh, in second grade I was in like this reading class with 
six kids.  We timed ourselves reading [and] went over vowels and stuff.  It kinda helped. 
It was mainly like fluent for like reading so I could read better.”  He remembers he did 
not like the class because he and the other students did the same thing every day.  In 
Steve’s words, “It was boring.”   This kind of reading intervention reflects what 
Greenleaf and Hinchman (2009) describe as approaches that are limited to drilling 
students on easily measured skills such as decoding or oral reading fluency.  These 
methods do not address the more complex reading skills to measure that include critical 
thinking and comprehension.  Nor do they treat students as though they are possible 
thriving readers. 
Steve remembers his difficulties with reading were, “Like fluency, talking real 
slow and kinda trying to figure stuff out.  I could read something, I could read the whole 
thing and then I wouldn’t remember what it was about.  I had troubles with that.” 
Evidently, the repetitive interventions Steve received did not specifically address his 
difficulties with comprehension.   
In spite of Steve’s perception that being placed in the class was a form of 
punishment, he does not remember any negative feelings about going to these reading 
intervention classes in early elementary.  He claims, “I didn’t really feel anything, just 
had to go.”  This attitude reflects Steve’s current reserved temperament in that he was and 
is compliant and cooperative with school expectations.   
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Steve acknowledges that reading continued to challenge him throughout 
elementary school and that he was in reading intervention classes through his 5th grade 
year.  When he entered middle school he was no longer in special reading classes 
because, according to his understanding, classes such as these were not offered in middle 
school. He also expressed that he thought that by this time he could read pretty well. 
Academic reading was not the only aspect of literacy Steve has difficulty with. 
Writing assignments, according to Steve, were something else he struggled to make sense 
of or to complete.  He explained, 
I didn’t like doing stuff if we had to do like a report or something.  They weren’t 
interesting.  The teacher would have to give you the topic and stuff like that.  I 
just didn’t want to pay attention and have to write stuff down and then figure stuff 
out.  I really didn’t like doing that in elementary school. 
 
Reading and writing share many of the same cognitive processes and skills with the 
ultimate goal of communicating meaning.  There are some differences between reading 
and writing as well.  These include the understanding that reading involves receiving a 
message, while writing involves creating and conveying a message.  Readers decode 
words, while writers encode words to express themselves (DeVries, 2011, p. 284).  
Reading and writing are interconnected activities and students need to master both in 
order to do well with academic literacy when they reach high school.   
Steve did not master either skill when he was in elementary school, and it is 
important to note that this was not necessarily for lack of trying on his part or that of his 
teachers.  Reading can be something students grow to enjoy, or it can become an 
undesirable activity (Beers, 2005).  From my observations as Steve’s teacher, I find that 
he is able to read, and he is able to gather information and create compositions, however, 
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both activities have become unpleasant for him.  Learning the skills and strategies 
involved in reading does not automatically produce readers, and Steve was already an 
uncommitted reader by the time he entered junior/senior high school at Glenley. 
Steve’s Transition to High School 
 Because of the moves from state to state with his parents, Steve has had several 
significant transitions in his experience with school.  However, how he experienced the 
transition from an urban school environment into junior high and high school in rural 
Glenley is something he acknowledges has had an impact on him and his self-perceptions 
as a student. 
 According to Steve, the main difference is that in a smaller school environment he 
is not anonymous, and his teachers and administrators hold him accountable for his 
school performance.  If he does not do well in a class his teachers and principal promptly 
communicate with him and with his parents and about implementing strategies that will 
help him raise his grades.  Steve admits that at times he has struggled with having to be 
accountable for his academic performance. He thought he was happier in the large school 
when he could slack off and get away with it. Now, however, he views this attention from 
his teachers and principal as a positive influence. Steve has come to realize that the 
possibility that he can succeed in school is something that appeals to him for many 
reasons, including achieving his goal to attend college and to become a guidance 
counselor.  The more positive relationships and connections with his teachers at Glenley 
have been effective in helping Steve begin to shift his perception about his ability to 
succeed.  
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 Steve indicated that his grades before he came to school in Glenley were quite 
bad, and he said it was hard for him to get focused and interested.  His explanation for 
this was:  
The teacher wasn’t really involved with the class. They just give lectures and 
packets and never really explained stuff.  It was like they just wanted to go there 
to get their money, their paycheck and leave.  It wasn’t really like they cared 
about the students. 
 
In contrast to teachers in the urban district he attended, when Steve began to attend 
school in Glenley, he found teachers who are more involved.  As he says, “Teachers 
actually, like teach, instead of like the teachers in [the school he used to attend].” 
Making the transition from being one of many students in a class to one of a much 
fewer number and in smaller sized classes has, according to Steve, not always been a 
smooth one.  He acknowledges that he had developed some bad study habits and had 
essentially stopped reading altogether during his urban school experience.  Now he finds 
these behavior patterns difficult to change and he says because of this he feels a 
significant amount of stress. 
 Steve is not alone in experiencing stress when he attempts to make sense of the 
expectations of a higher level of academic literacy. “They [students] are being asked to 
perform at high levels even though many of them haven’t been doing much authentic 
reading” (Gallagher, 2009, p. 30).  Because of his lack of background knowledge, Steve 
also struggles to find something that interests him about the subjects of many of his 
required academic classes, so he has difficulty engaging with the subject matter. 
Secondary literacy expectations.  The classes that Steve took this year that 
involve a significant amount of reading and academic literacy are his English class, 
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which I teach, and his Physical Science class.  English I is a literature-based class and the 
students read, discuss and analyze theme based world literature from an anthology.  The 
selections from the anthology include short stories, poetry, essays, and drama.  To 
supplement the anthology, the class also reads three books together as a class, two short 
novels, Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck (1937), Katherine, Called Birdy by Karen 
Cushman (1994) and a memoir, October Sky by Homer Hickam (1999).  Differentiated 
vocabulary instruction and various writing opportunities are components of the class as 
well.  This year I asked students to bring a book of their own choice to class each day, 
and I provided portions of class time during each week for independent reading.  My only 
criteria for their choice of book was an (tongue in cheek) admonition that it needed to be 
a book their parents would not object to, otherwise they were free to select any subject 
and any genre. 
 My observations of Steve in English I include that he is quiet and compliant, and 
if given a choice he would sit in the back of the classroom.  This reflects his early desire 
to be invisible to his teacher in elementary school so he would not be compelled to read 
aloud.  In English he will answer questions about the selections if he can when I call on 
him, but he rarely, if ever, volunteers to enter the discussion.   
 In an interview, Steve expressed a rare bit of humor and chuckled a bit when he 
talked about the literature I required the class to read.  He claimed, “It’s not too bad, in 
the literature books, those stories are pretty easy to read, not like a punishment.”  He 
indicated that for the most part the stories interest him, especially those about mythology.  
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Earlier in the year, the class completed a unit on mythology with a group project as a 
culminating activity. 
Each group selected a god or goddess from a culture’s mythology of their choice, 
and researched this deity.  Once the group completed the research they worked together 
on a poster that depicted a home with a design and furnishings that would fit the 
personality of their chosen god or goddess.  Included on the poster was an invitation to a 
house-warming party, complete with menu, guest list, a seating chart for a formal dinner, 
and an account of what the group imagined happened at the party. Steve indicated that the 
mythology unit stuck out as “something kinda interesting.”  
I observed that Steve’s reading for class is functional in that he reads only what is 
required, but he does make a sincere attempt to complete the required assignments. I did 
notice that during the class time I allot for independent reading he has difficulty staying 
focused for an extended period of time. This is consistent with the characteristics of an 
uncommitted reader (Beers, 2005). For the most part, reading, especially assigned 
reading, is not something uncommitted readers are able to stay engaged with for extended 
periods of time.  
 Steve explains that while the required vocabulary study is difficult, because he 
has to learn meanings of words he has never heard before, he appreciates it when he 
discovers words he has learned in other contexts.  For example, in an interview he said, “I 
notice them on TV shows, like that, and in magazines.  It kinda helps you know what 
they are talking about.”  My observation was that overall Steve performed satisfactorily 
with the vocabulary study, and during the course of the year I worked with him to 
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develop strategies to learn the meanings of words from the context in which they were 
used, and to understand the derivation of root words to help determine the meanings of 
new words. 
 I also observed that in English I, the academic literacy expectations Steve had the 
most difficulty completing in a timely manner were the writing assignments.  Initially he 
struggled with being overwhelmed with the scope of the assignments, and I determined 
that he exhibited some of the characteristics identified as those of unskilled writers 
(DeVries, 2011). These included not understanding the importance of planning and 
organization, as well as not having a sense of the process of writing.   
 I worked with Steve to break down the writing process into stages of prewriting, 
choosing a topic, establishing an audience, drafting his initial composition and then 
revising and editing before he handed an assignment in to be evaluated.  It helped when I 
gave him (and the rest of the class) what I called mini deadlines.  Providing time in class 
to complete each stage helped Steve perceive these assignments as doable and midyear he 
completed, on time, a personal narrative that was published in a booklet with the 
narratives of others in his class (See Appendix G). 
 The other class that requires a significant use of Steve’s academic literacy skills is 
Physical Science.  This is one of the classes Steve has admitted he struggles with, 
primarily because, as he said in an interview, “Like, it’s not a story, it’s just straight 
forward facts about electricity, chemicals, Newton’s force, and like acids, magnets and 
stuff.”  During class he is supposed to take notes, read the chapter review after every 
lesson and take notes from that as well.  There are also questions at the end of each 
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chapter that students have to answer to review for the tests.  Steve is forthright about why 
he struggles in the class.  The subject matter just does not interest him so he often does 
not complete the reading or the work required to do well in the class. 
Reading enrichment for Steve.  According to Steve, he enrolled in Reading 
Enrichment because his brother had taken the class the year before and had experienced 
improvement in both his attitude and approach toward academic literacy and in his 
standardized test scores.  Because of this, Steve’s dad strongly encouraged Steve to sign 
up for Reading Enrichment.  Steve complied, but my sense was that at first he was, at 
best, indifferent to the class and what it had to offer him.   
This attitude is not unusual for a 14 year-old who had experienced several years 
of reading intervention classes that he considered boring and ineffective.  It is also typical 
of teenagers who do not want to be seen as needing academic help. The first year I taught 
Reading Enrichment the guidance counselor enrolled students in the class based on their 
standardized reading scores.  A couple students were so upset about being enrolled in the 
class that they came to school with a parent demanding to be allowed to drop the class.  
Steve never actively protested taking Reading Enrichment, but initially he did not exhibit 
any enthusiasm about the class either. 
When the class began, and I asked each of the students to select a book for 
independent reading, Steve told me he had no idea what kind of book would interest him.  
Together we went over synopses of different books and I encouraged him to try several to 
see if they appealed to him. Before long he discovered he likes murder mysteries.  Steve 
read three mysteries before he read, at the recommendation of a classmate, a book he said 
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he connected with on many different levels, The Perks of Being a Wallflower, by Stephen 
Chbosky (2012).   
Steve explained in a conversation with other students in Reading Enrichment that 
this book was about “just like a normal kid can go bad, turn almost crazy.  There was a 
trial in the book, and now he’s a better person and understands himself better.”  Steve 
also wrote in a book review that he related to the book’s main character because he was 
his age, and he struggled with understanding where he fit in to the fabric of both his 
family and his relationships with peers and other adults.  I realize from what he said in an 
interview that Steve was entertained by the murder mysteries, but Chbosky’s book gave 
him a sense of how reading can serve more than just an entertaining or functional 
purpose.  For the first time reading a book produced an inner response from Steve that 
was aesthetic and reflective, which is, according to Beers (2005) a necessary first step in 
emerging from being an uncommitted reader. 
Steve now views himself as what he calls a “medium reader.”  He recognizes that 
when he is reading about subjects he likes, he has no trouble understanding and 
comprehending what he reads.  He acknowledges that he approaches reading assignments 
not necessarily on how difficult the material is, but whether or not the content is 
interesting.  If it interests him, he reads it, if it does not, he will still try to read the 
assignment or selection, but admits that he finds it difficult to concentrate. 
 The other focus of Reading Enrichment is on an area of academic literacy that 
Steve feels he struggles with the most, and that is writing. The writing expectations of 
Reading Enrichment are modified from the curriculum the district purchased for the class 
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called Reading is FAME (Curtis & Longo, 1999).  The E (Explorations) portion of the 
curriculum allows students to select writing prompts at different levels of difficulty from 
several general topics. Steve indicated that most of the topics did not interest him, but he 
found that prompts from the topics of government, history, the arts, and important women 
and leaders appealed to him.   
The writing instruction for Steve in Reading Enrichment was individualized 
reinforcement of what I provided in his English class.  Steve began to approach each 
writing prompt he chose as a process, and was able to become more adept and confident 
in his ability to research, evaluate the content he would include, plan and organize his 
material, and compose essays, then revising and editing his work (See Appendix H).  
Steve set personal daily and weekly goals to research the topics he selected and then 
wrote paragraphs and eventually longer compositions as the prompts required.   
 More than anything, I sense that purposefully researching a topic that interested 
him provided Steve the impetus to complete the assignments.  Steve indicated that the 
writing expectations worked for him, “cause you have to learn about different topics.  It 
helped me learn more and I read different types of writing [when researching the topics] 
and that’s a good thing.”  Having a block of time to write, with the opportunity for me to 
provide consistent feedback gave Steve a platform on which to build his confidence and 
to begin to be able to express himself, and to find his academic writing voice. 
What Motivates Steve? 
What motivates students, especially adolescents, is a complex issue, as is the idea 
of, what Moje et al. (2008) call a “motivated literacy” (p. 113). Their concern is not only 
128 
	  
whether students are motivated to engage in particular literacy activities, but also whether 
the texts and activities are able to influence students’ abilities to engage in more 
advanced levels of literacy skills. Steve reached high school able to read and to compose 
writing that has meaning, but often makes the choice not to engage in either activity. His 
voice and experience can contribute to our understanding of how resistant or 
uncommitted readers experience or do not experience motivation to improve their 
academic literacy skills (Lenters, 2006). 
Steve, like many 15-year-old boys, has difficulty articulating what motivates him 
to accomplish the reading that is required in high school.  From what I learned from our 
interviews, however, I have the sense that his personal interest in the subject does appear 
to be the most important element of Steve’s level of engagement.  For example, as a 
consequence of his early experience with struggling to read Steve did not develop a 
pattern of reading for enjoyment.  This was the first year he had been encouraged to read 
books he had self-selected and Steve found the experience to be a positive one.  
Especially so because, as he noted, he did not have to worry about completing a lengthy 
book report, he could just enjoy reading the book.  One intent of Reading Enrichment is 
to provide students with time to read books of their choice, and for Steve, the opportunity 
to read without pressure began to change his perception of the purpose of reading. 
Before this year, it appears that the concept of reading for enjoyment was 
something antithetical to any of Steve’s previous experience with reading.  He had 
friends who enjoyed reading, but as he said, “I thought they were like crazy because I 
really didn’t like reading.”  Until his experience in Reading Enrichment, Steve indicated 
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that he thought all reading was boring, but when he found books he liked he said, “I got 
into the books, they were good so I kept reading.”  Steve explained in an interview that 
now he sees a connection with people who read and how successful they are.  He 
perceives them as more focused and smarter which makes him want to read more.  
According to Moje et al. (2008): 
The range of reasons to read to improve the self is powerful; whether or not these 
youth achieve higher grades in school as a result of their reading, the reading they 
do appears to have an important impact on their lives. (p. 144) 
 
Steve’s experience reading The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012) reflects the 
sense of learning that reading can increase his understanding of himself.  The impact of 
one book can possibly be a turning point in Steve’s approach to reading if he continues to 
engage with books that connect in some way to his life experience. 
 When our conversations turned to academic reading I discovered a bit of a 
paradox.  According to Steve, what both motivates and inhibits his engagement in 
academic literacy is the importance given to grades and test scores. When he does well on 
assignments, quizzes and tests, Steve expresses that this builds his confidence.  When he 
does not do well he tries to find a way to have the negative grade motivate him to 
improve, but admits that at the same time it “gets me down”.  
 The anxiety this creates for Steve is something he has difficulty knowing how to 
cope with. Individuals have three needs, those of competence, relatedness and autonomy, 
or choice, that “appear to be essential for facilitating optimal functioning of the natural 
propensities for growth and integration, as well as for constructive social development 
and personal well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 68).  Not feeling competent in his 
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ability to perform academically is a tremendous hindrance to Steve’s academic growth. 
Steve explained:  
Like if I get a good grade, like if it’s good I’ll do better.  If I get a real bad grade I 
just like get in a slump, so it’s hard to do something.  If I’m doing well, and then 
don’t do good on a test, then I forget about stuff, and I don’t do homework.  I just 
totally forget about homework, so when I get to class I don’t have it done.  I think 
it’s just mental stress.  Just thinking about what I need to do gets overwhelming, 
and I do kinda shut down.  Not completely.  If I did I would have all F’s, but I do 
try to keep focused. 
 
This apparent push and pull of his response to his academic performance appears to have 
the most negative effect on his academic agency. 
 Steve also expressed that in some classes he is and has been confused about the 
criteria on which he was evaluated.  There were times when he felt he did well on an 
assignment only to find out he did quite poorly. Students may be more willing to try in 
classrooms where progress rather than performance is the emphasis (Blumenfeld, 1992). 
Steve finds it difficult to advocate for himself if he is confused. This is a situation 
common among struggling students, therefore it is critical that teachers communicate 
their expectations clearly so students’ academic stress is mitigated.   
The motivational benefits of a relational approach to education.  According to 
Steve, having a positive relationship with his teacher does help motivate him to do well in 
a class.  He recognizes that one of the reasons he and other students he knows develop a 
“don’t care attitude” is when the connection with a teacher breaks down and there is no 
positive communication.  He recalls one year in elementary school when he had such a 
positive experience with a teacher that she made him want to learn.  He liked her because 
she made his experience with school fun.   
131 
	  
Adversely, he also remembers having the opposite experience with a teacher.  In 
an interview he explained, “When I was in 7th grade [in the urban district] I had this math 
teacher, and he was really mean.  I didn’t like him.  He was like really strict; we couldn’t 
really talk.  If you had a question you couldn’t ask someone, you had to raise your hand 
and ask him.”  These two examples portray how important it is for teachers to cultivate 
positive connections with their students. A relational approach to education places the 
focus on “the process of learning and consider[s] very deeply how we can help students, 
as social beings-in-relation-with-others, become knowers” (Thayer-Bacon, 2004, p. 168). 
Steve made it clear that he is much more comfortable when he can communicate easily 
with his teachers. 
 In spite of the difficulties Steve experiences with academic literacy, what keeps 
him coming to school every day is the knowledge that he needs to finish high school to 
fulfill his goal of going to college and earning a college degree.  He indicates that he 
cannot imagine quitting school, and he also appreciates the support he gets from his 
parents.  
The presence of caring adults, both teachers and parents, can have a significant 
influence on the motivation a student feels toward achieving academic goals 
(Blumenfeld, 1992).  Teachers who are seen by the student as knowledgeable, 
enthusiastic, respectful and trustworthy do have a positive influence on their students’ 
academic motivation. The desire to please supportive parents also figures significantly 
into how students perceive their ability to persevere under stress.  Both influences have 
impacted Steve’s experience at Glenley, and have been positive factors in his emerging 
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sense of how important it is to move from being an unmotivated reader to becoming more 
engaged in academic literacy. 
What Comes Next for Steve 
 This school year has been a mixture of success and setbacks, but overall Steve 
says he feels better about school and has gained some confidence in his academic ability. 
Steve does have some concerns about what is ahead for him. He explained that his most 
immediate concern is that he is moving with his dad back to the city near Glenley where 
he lived before, and learning to adjust again to a different school system.  He will not 
attend the urban high school near where they will live, but has opted to attend a 
consolidated district north of the city.  The high school is larger than Glenley High 
School, but much smaller than the large high school in the city.  Steve wrote in a letter 
writing assignment, “Next year I am not going to be in Glenley, that kind of freaks me 
out.  Not really having that close relationship with teachers is going to be tough, but I 
need to focus on what’s important, GRADES” (See Appendix F).  
As Steve reflects upon his first year of high school he acknowledges that the year 
contained personal academic peaks and valleys. He indicated that he has come to realize  
Grades mean way more than just a letter now.  Freshman year to senior year, 
colleges look at your grades on your transcript.  What I would’ve done instead of 
slacking off sometimes was study more, and ask more questions when I wouldn’t 
understand (See Appendix F).   
 
During our interviews Steve reflects that he has learned he needs to become more 
proactive and work with himself to make better academic choices.  For example, he 
realizes he has to make the choice to stay on task when he is in class, and not give in to 
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the distractions that occur nearly every day, such as friends who want to chat instead of 
work on their assignments. 
When he works on homework he knows now that he can implement study 
strategies. He said, “I need to work for about 45 minutes and then take a 20 to 30 minute 
break, and then get back to work.  If I keep at it without a break, then I feel like a zombie.  
Listening to music when I study helps too.”  These are all positive strategies, and it will 
be necessary for him to implement them in order to pull out of the spiral of negative 
consequences that have developed surrounding the fact that he came into high school as 
an uncommitted reader. This is the first year Steve has been able to take the necessary 
preliminary steps to becoming a student with a positive academic identity. 
Steve also wrote about what he has learned that will help him move forward as he 
faces another move, and another change in school environment.  
When I look back on this past year, what I really wanted to focus on [was] 
working as hard as I can in classes. Freshman year changed the way I see school, 
test scores basically determine if your [sic] going to college.  I try to work on 
what is going on right now, then thinking of my future in college. (See Appendix 
F) 
 
Even though Steve struggled to keep up with the required work in his classes, he explains 
that he is beginning to understand the connections between what he learns in school and 
his goals for his future.  Because of his strong reaction to the anxiety he feels surrounding 
his academic performance as reflected by his grades, Steve does not feel that there is a 
good correlation between the grades he has received with his actual ability to perform 
academically.  He wishes there were other ways to assess his ability, but has accepted the 
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fact that the way school works means that other assessment options are not likely to be 
used.  As he puts it, “Tests and grades are everything.”   
Steve believes that the strategies and practice he gained from the writing 
expectations in Reading Enrichment have built his confidence in his ability to write 
different types of compositions, even when he himself does not select the topic.  If he 
does not choose the topic, he says, “it might not be my best work,” but he knows he can 
“work through these assignments” and complete essays of different kinds.  The writing 
component of academic literacy has strong ties to reading, and as he moves from being an 
uncommitted reader to being more engaged, his writing skills will continue to improve. 
Although he is admittedly nervous about adjusting to a new school, Steve wants 
to start out well.  He stated, while tapping a quiet beat with the eraser end of his pencil on 
his knee, “I don’t know, like when I first moved here, I was really shy and stuff.  I 
wouldn’t really talk in class.  When I move I’m going to ask questions, and stuff like 
that.”  Steve’s reflections reinforce what Patricia Alexander (as cited in Lenters, 2006) 
reminds us is important.  Educators need to help students:  
to make the switch from situational motivation to individual motivation to learn 
and thus [move] from the surface processing strategies to the deep-processing 
strategies educators and researchers know are the key to good reading 
comprehension. (p. 142) 
 
Students such as Steve, who are hampered by not having developed a strong identity as a 
reader, and who are confused and overwhelmed by experiencing the expectations of 
several school districts, cannot be left to fend for themselves.  Steve and others like him 
need and deserve the best support we can offer.  And above all, we need to listen to their 
stories in order to understand their literacy needs. 
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 Of the three students, my sense is that Steve’s situation is the most concerning. 
Above all he needs to strengthen his sense of being a capable student and to build upon 
the experience he had this year when, as Beers (2005) notes, “reading becomes a way to 
learn more about themselves” (p. 20).  In our interviews, Steve expressed hope that he 
would be able to overcome his academic difficulties, but he also talked about the 
difficulty he has dealing with the stress he experiences when he gets overwhelmed by the 
difficulty of assignments or by receiving poor grades.  His tendency to shut down as a 
result of the stress hinders his goal of being a successful student.  Steve could benefit 
from incorporating strategies that could help him cope with his stress and to realize that 
stress does not have to control his responses to academic struggle. 
 I found myself wishing that I had another year to work with Steve on his 
academic literacy needs.  We had established a comfortable working relationship and I 
was impressed with the progress he had made. One year just was not enough time to 
provide the support Steve needed to experience academic success more often.   
The lament of many teachers, whether their students struggle or not, is “if I only 
had more time”.  Working with adolescents who struggle with academic literacy takes 
time and involves hard work for both the student and the teacher.  If sharing the stories of 
Sam, Cody and Steve, along with the insights gained from their educational biographies, 
helps even one teacher facilitate growth in his/her students who struggle, then the most 
important purpose of this dissertation has been met.  
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Chapter 7 
Cross-Case Analysis 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the school experiences of students who 
struggle with academic literacy as a way to gain insight about how their perception of 
their experiences can inform the instruction and strategies teachers use to help students 
achieve academic success. In the quest to help struggling students the voice of these 
students is too often neglected or ignored completely. Looking across the stories of the 
three students provides the opportunity to examine the similarities and differences among 
their experiences with academic literacy. We are able to study “real cases operating in 
real situations” (Stake, 2006, p. 3).  Cross-case analysis allows us to combine their 
experiences into “the most important experiential knowledge” (Stake, 2006, p. 44).  This 
chapter is a cross-case analysis of the three case studies and examines their individual 
perceptions of their school experience within the context of the research questions: What 
can teachers do to help support students who struggle with academic literacy in 
secondary school settings?  How do students who struggle with secondary academic 
literacy expectations view themselves as readers and as learners?  How can we use 
insights we gain from listening to these students’ stories to inform and improve our 
approach to educating struggling students? 
Themes Across Cases 
 The themes from this study are about the patterns that emerged from the 
statements the three participants made about their experiences with literacy education and 
with school in general. I approached the data I gathered, including the transcripts of the 
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interviews I conducted with each boy, with the intent to try to understand their experience 
and how what they expressed could help me with my problem of practice, which is how 
can I help students in my classes who struggle with academic literacy? Three themes or 
findings that inform my problem of practice emerged from my analysis of insights gained 
from the stories of each of the participants: 
1. Students’ subsequent difficulties with academic literacy expectations are 
shaped by their elementary school experiences with literacy instruction, which 
influence their identities as readers and learners. 
2. Adolescents’ academic motivation is shaped by whether they experience 
school as a nurturing or threatening influence as well as by the support they do 
or do not receive from parents and teachers. 
3. Assessments and assessment driven curricula can profoundly shape students’ 
experience with academic literacy and school in general. 
These three findings should not be viewed as causes of the students’ struggles 
with academic literacy.  Searching for a cause for the three students difficulties with 
reading is not a purpose of this study.  It is important to note that in case study research 
Stake (2006) cautions us “the search for cause is oversimplifying” (p. 13). Educators 
recognize that the reasons why adolescents struggle with academic literacy are complex 
and unique to the individual student.  Rather than generalize, it is incumbent upon us to 
be cognizant of what impacts the findings of this study can have on individual students.  
This knowledge will allow us the opportunity to explore possible ways to mitigate 
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negative experiences and consider more holistic approaches to teaching adolescents who 
struggle with academic literacy. 
The Expanding Model of Students Who Struggle With Academic Literacy 
 None of the case study participants fit commonly held stereotypes of struggling 
readers.  These stereotypes include the idea that children who are raised in poverty with 
limited proficiency in English, or who come from homes with parents who have low 
reading levels, or who do not value literacy, are among the numbers of students most 
likely to have difficulty with attaining higher levels of academic literacy (Gallagher, 
2009).  Educators, school administrators and policy makers cannot ethically ignore the 
realities of the students who struggle for these reasons, nor can they ignore the growing 
numbers of struggling readers who do not fit within these parameters.  
The three students in this cross case study come from backgrounds very different 
from the previously recounted descriptors.  All of them have at least one parent who has a 
college or professional degree.  The students come from solidly middle-class home 
environments, with families who value literacy, and parents who have a high level of 
reading practice.  Two of the three students attended the same rural school district since 
Kindergarten with small class sizes and veteran teachers. Yet all three students were 
identified as struggling readers early in their elementary school experience, and all 
entered high school able to decode words, but still struggled with academic literacy.  
This extended struggle has possible long-term consequences for the three students 
who participated in this study, as it does for all students who struggle with academic 
reading and writing. Reflecting on how each student’s story connects with the emergent 
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themes allows for both an appreciation of their unique experiences, but also an avenue to 
gain information that can inform our approaches to help address the issue of adolescents 
who have difficulty with academic literacy.  I will examine each theme and how each 
participant’s story connects with these themes. 
The Influence of Elementary Age Experiences with Literacy Instruction 
Students’ experiences with literacy instruction in elementary school provide their 
foundation on which they build the skills they need to become proficient readers.  Rarely 
do teachers find children who enter Kindergarten who are not eager to learn to read, and 
good teachers nurture this eagerness to foster the attitudes that support growth in reading 
skills (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013; DeVries, 2011).  But elementary school experiences with 
literacy can also have the opposite effect with lasting negative consequences.  Without an 
enriched, more personalized early literacy environment this burgeoning desire to read is 
compromised for some students. DeVries (2011) identifies some reasons for this decline: 
Students become self-conscious about their lack of reading proficiency. Teachers 
emphasize competition, and rewards go to the good readers. [This exacerbates 
students’ struggles to attain a reader’s identity.]  Assigned reading may not appeal 
to students’ interests. (p. 26) 
 
Teachers and students describe enthusiasm about reading among Kindergarteners that 
changes to a mixed response among fifth graders that turns to exasperation, indifference 
or even hostility among high school students (Gallagher, 2009).   
 The experiences of the three participants in this study reflect what Beers (2003) 
and Duffy & Hofmann (1999) express when they iterate the research-supported 
knowledge that there is no single answer to understanding why an adolescent struggles 
with reading.  All students learn differently and have different experiences, even those 
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who sit in the same classrooms.  There are, however, similarities that the participants’ 
stories illustrate that can guide teachers as they address issues with students’ literacy and 
how important enriched literacy experiences are for all students. 
The lack of enriched reading curricula.  From his accounts of his elementary 
school experience there is no evidence that any teacher came forth with the idea that Sam 
could benefit from personalized reading instruction that was more enriched than what 
was offered by the core-reading curriculum. Sam was identified as a struggling reader in 
Kindergarten, and spent two years at this level before he advanced to first grade. He was 
eventually able to perform well enough on the district’s standardized tests to move out of 
the category of an at-risk reader.  However, Sam’s expressed frustration with having to 
read his elementary language arts text aloud at a certain pace with no errors is indicative 
of his having established an early sense of reading as primarily a function of being able to 
pronounce words correctly and quickly.  Sam’s account of his experience offers no sense 
of his having developed the excitement that reading to learn could offer him.  
Reading fluently without errors is a purpose of reading instilled by a curriculum 
that focuses on explicit teaching of phonics as a method of decoding, and of reading at a 
normal pace with few mistakes as an end goal.  While teaching phonics is an integral part 
of a comprehensive approach to reading instruction, a primary focus on decoding is not 
designed to communicate or foster the delight that reading can offer students.  My sense 
is that Sam would have become a more engaged reader with enhanced, more personalized 
instruction that explored the meaning of texts that interested him, or better yet, books that 
he selected himself.  This, along with an approach to decoding more attuned to his needs 
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would have nurtured Sam’s desire to read. He just needed the proper instruction for his 
specific needs. 
  Cody has no learning disabilities. I learned, however, that he struggled with 
reading from the beginning of his school experience. His naturally shy personality 
exacerbated his difficulties with elementary school literacy instruction because he was at 
first, emotionally shaken by the classroom environment and with the pace and method of 
instruction.   
Cody attended school in a familiar environment with caring teachers, but they 
were tied to a curriculum and method of instruction that did not meet his needs.  As 
explained earlier, Allington (2013) notes that there is no research to support the sole use 
of core reading programs in fostering reading growth, nor is there existing research that 
suggests that maintaining fidelity to a core reading program will provide effective reading 
lessons.  
Rather than developing and supporting the expertise of teachers who know how to 
teach several approaches effectively in order to adapt to the individual needs of their 
students, too many districts focus on single, one-size-fits all approaches. This was the 
case when Glenley decided to adopt a scripted curriculum as the only method of teaching 
its students how to read. 
These singular approaches have been marketed to districts in the name of 
scientifically based, reliable, replicable research, yet there is a lack of valid research 
supporting the efficacy of core curricula in early reading instruction (Allington, 2013). 
An unintended outcome of districts adopting such curricula as the only method of 
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instruction is to create missed educational opportunities with students such as Cody. Too 
many students like Cody reach high school able to pronounce words with fluency, but 
struggle with the real purpose of reading, which is comprehension.  
These students also lack experience with knowing how to access meaningful 
connections with what they are reading and what they are learning (Elish-Piper et al. 
2013).  Fluency is an important characteristic of skilled readers, but having it as a 
primary focus of early reading instruction can cheat students out of the opportunity to 
experience and practice the broader aspects of what it means to be able to read. 
As a young child, Steve felt as if he was being punished for not being able to read 
well.  This punishment came in the form of being placed in reading intervention classes 
where he was drilled on specific easily tested skills to improve his reading fluency.  Steve 
did not like these classes because he and the other students were required to perform the 
same tasks every day. Steve now understands that the class was the school district’s 
method of providing reading intervention for students who struggled to read, but at the 
time he was bored and felt punished. It is difficult to erase the impressions of early 
childhood emotional responses to school experiences.  
 Steve also remembers actually attempting to hide from his teacher so he would 
not have to participate in the customary round robin reading in his regular reading class. 
“Disfluency causes readers to become self-conscious of their reading, and they soon learn 
to avoid reading in public” (DeVries, 2011, p. 259).  She also notes that the poor 
instruction given to struggling readers could be a source of their disfluency.   
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 Experienced educators understand the relationship between reading fluency and 
the ability to comprehend. They also understand that helping students learn to read is 
never about the use of a single curriculum or a specific method of intervention (DeVries, 
2011).  Supporting students’ ability to gain a reader’s identity is facilitated by providing 
an enriched environment that enables all students to build on their existing knowledge by 
providing positive support, and having the expectation that all students can become active 
learners.   
It appears that Steve was not encouraged or given opportunities to be an active 
participant in his process of learning to read, nor was he given any validation as an 
individual with specific needs.  Since he did not respond quickly to the reading 
instruction, or to the interventions, he became discouraged and essentially numb to the 
real purpose of reading.  He noted that he did not have negative feelings about his 
experience with reading intervention class. He just stopped caring. As Steve said, “I 
didn’t really feel anything, just had to go.”  Students have a right to meaningful 
connections to what they are reading and learning (Elish-Piper et al. 2013), but it is 
becoming increasingly difficult for teachers to provide an enriched learning experience 
for beginning readers when districts that require them to use packaged curricula have 
essentially deskilled their teachers.  Requiring the use of a one size fits all curriculum 
limits teachers’ instructional options, and decreases the opportunities for them to develop 
the knowledge of and experience with using the best methods of reading instruction for 
each child. 
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Nurturing or Threatening School Environments Shape Student Motivation 
 An element of students’ school experience that is inexorably intertwined with 
their response to instructional content and teaching methods, is whether students perceive 
the environment of school as one that is positive and nurturing, or one that is emotionally 
threatening, or even hostile. There are many factors that affect a district’s climate, but in 
individual classrooms, teachers can and do make efforts to establish positive, nurturing 
environments. If the teachers’ efforts are genuine, their classrooms allow all students an 
opportunity to thrive. Children often are astute enough to tell the difference quite 
accurately between teachers who genuinely care for their students and those who are not 
truly interested in them. (Van Manan, 1991). 
 The experiences of the three participants illustrate how unique each student’s 
interactions are, even within the same classrooms and with the same teachers. It is worth 
noting how each enacts his own agency in an effort to find a place in his school 
experience where he feels comfortable and valued. 
Relational teaching and learning.  Sam entered my Reading Enrichment class 
with a purpose. He knew he needed to improve in academic literacy skills, and he had the 
desire to do so.  Sam’s motivation to do well in school appears to have two sources, both 
the support of his family and his commitment to becoming a top athlete.  Sports are an 
integral part of Sam’s life, and one of his goals is to play football at the college level.  In 
the big picture, he voices the recognition that academics is more important than sports are 
to his future, but in the present moment it is sports, particularly football, that gives him a 
sense of student identity and the motivation to do his best in school.  It is primarily Sam’s 
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teachers who also happen to be his athletic coaches who appear to be who Sam looks to 
as providing the nurturing environment of school.  This enables him to view school as a 
friendly, supportive entity.   
Teachers and administrators cannot ignore the fact that for some students athletic 
participation can serve as a source of academic motivation as well as provide students a 
sense of place within the school environment. This source of motivation cannot be taken 
for granted, in large part because in urban school systems, students such as Sam might 
have difficulty making the team.  Additionally, not all student athletes respond in the 
same way as Sam has by recognizing the importance of his academic performance.  As 
Sam described, he has friends who are athletes who do not use their continued 
participation in sports as motivation to perform well in school.  Sam’s individual 
experience is worth listening to and learning from in order to help educators provide a 
foundation on which athletes can build their own recognition of the long-term value of 
placing a priority on academic performance.  The ways in which teachers who also coach 
athletics view academics and interact with students are an important piece of this 
foundation. 
The support of his family that Sam experiences cannot be overlooked as an 
influence that provides him with a definite advantage. This support helps him view his 
current school experience positively and reinforces his motivation to achieve his athletic 
and academic goals. While strong parental support makes Sam a non-typical struggling 
reader, family support alone cannot guarantee that a child will not struggle academically, 
or that a student will experience school as a nurturing environment.  It is Sam’s 
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involvement with extra-curricular sports that fosters his positive outlook on his 
experience with school. 
An important insight to be gained from Cody’s experience is that of the critical 
role and influence of teachers who provide a classroom climate that is conducive to 
learning for all students.  Cody made it clear that when he reached secondary school he 
had difficulty learning from teachers who became impatient and yelled in frustration, 
either at Cody or others in his class.   
There are numerous reasons behind teachers’ frustration in the classroom, but an 
increasingly common reason is the pressure teachers experience because of the increased 
importance districts place upon the outcomes of instruction in the form of standardized 
tests (Van Manen, 1991).  A consequence of this focus is that some teachers lose sight of 
the fact that education is, in its best forms, holistic, and takes into consideration the whole 
child.  While many students are able to shrug off teachers’ negative comments, Cody 
could not do this, and in his case, teacher negativity hinders his desire and ability to learn.   
Teachers at all levels of a student’s school experience must be mindful that the 
best literacy education happens when there is an atmosphere of mutual respect, and when 
instruction meets the needs of individual students (Moje, et al. 2008).  Listening to the 
experience of students such as Cody allows educators to gain insight about how 
important it is to foster a climate of mutual respect in order to help students overcome the 
consequences of missed or ineffective instructional opportunities.  
Steve’s current struggle to gain academic literacy is exacerbated by his initial 
experience of school as a depersonalized environment where, for all intents and purposes, 
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he was anonymous and invisible.  Steve speaks of having teachers who, in his perception, 
were not connected to their students, either because of large class sizes, or because of 
their temperaments. For one person to feel invisible, “another must, due to neglect, 
intention, or hubris, refuse to see him/her” (Elish-Piper et al. 2013, p. 8). This does 
happen in classrooms, but it does not mean that in Steve’s case his teachers literally did 
not see him. It appears, however, that for much of his experience with school he did not 
have teachers who were able to see him as an individual learner in his own time and 
place.  Nor was Steve seen as worthy of an approach to literacy instruction that would 
have provided him with personalized instruction that connected to his life experiences 
and interests. 
Literacy educators who have the best interests of their students in mind realize 
that all students are capable of learning, all students are worthy of our respect and all 
students deserve instruction that meets their individual needs.  There are many trends in 
education that prevent this from happening in many classrooms. Van Manen (1991) 
states:  
Curriculum policy that is predominantly concerned with measurable learning 
outcomes, teachers who feel compelled to teach toward the exam, schools whose 
policies do not help kids experience a sense of community – these all tend to lose 
sight of the fact that all education is ultimately education of the whole person. 
(p. 166) 
 
When Steve attended school in large, urban districts he became accustomed to being 
invisible as an inefficient coping technique.  It appears that he created his own comfort 
zone within this environment because when he moved to Glenley and began attending 
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school in a smaller, more personalized environment, his initial reaction was one of 
resistance to being held accountable for his level of performance in his academic work.   
In time Steve began to respond in a more positive way to the lack of anonymity 
and to teachers and administrators who made a sincere effort to work with him as he tried 
to improve his academic agency.  This was and is not an easy process for Steve.  He had 
entered the Glenley school district with very poor study habits, and he did not read unless 
he had to, a pattern or habit that persists.  Even now he often does not engage with 
required reading when the subject matter does not interest him. 
Providing effective reading interventions for high school students is challenging 
because students like Steve have had years of unsuccessful, and sometimes unpleasant 
experiences with reading and with teachers.  Steve’s growth in academic literacy as a 
result of taking the Reading Enrichment class was noticeable, though not in a measurable 
sense, because test scores were not a priority of this class.  Rather, Steve’s growth in 
academic literacy skills was evident in his ability to connect with books he chose to read, 
and in his strengthening efforts to find his academic writing voice.  In a more nurturing, 
personalized environment, Steve has begun to stop the downward spiral of the negative 
academic consequences of having become an uncommitted reader. 
Assessments and Assessment Driven Curricula 
A reality that surrounds every aspect of the three case study participants’ 
experience with school is that they are profoundly impacted by the consequences of the 
fundamental changes districts underwent when the intense focus on the results of student 
assessments began to influence the academic focus of public schools. According to 
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Brenner et al. (2007), there are many conflicting messages that teachers and 
administrators grapple with in dealing with the increasing emphasis on mandated tests as 
a way to measure students’ academic proficiency.   
Many states’ assessments, which have become increasingly high-stakes, evaluate 
students using multiple-choice tests.  More recently, in some states,these multiple-choice 
tests have been combined with performance-based assessments.  On the multiple-choice 
tests, students are required to select a single correct answer, a test format that does not 
lend itself to having questions that require deeper levels of analytical thinking.  This calls 
into question what it is that these tests actually measure.  Regardless, in some states 
students must receive a pre-determined score on these assessments in order to receive a 
high school diploma and schools are rated based upon how well their students score on 
these tests.  Administrators and teachers are particularly attuned to these ratings, as it is 
often considered a reflection of their competence as well.  In some states data that 
includes the percentage of students who meet pre-set test score goals are included as part 
of teachers’ performance evaluations. 
Teachers have traditionally used content area assessments as a method to 
communicate with students about their progress. Teachers also use results of content area 
assessments to plan what to teach, as well as how to teach individual students, and to 
communicate with parents about their student’s progress (DeVries, 2011). The results of 
state mandated standards based tests are often not available to teachers until the end of 
the school year, so their use becomes ambiguous, as teachers cannot use test results as a 
means to adjust their curriculum, or to plan instruction for a particular student. Too often 
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teachers feel pressure to tailor their instruction to the narrow areas covered on the 
assessments, and set aside ideas of enriched classroom experiences for their students. 
   Instead of providing information to help students and their parents understand 
what the student really knows about reading or other aspects of academic literacy, 
standardized tests provide numbers and graphs that rarely communicate what students 
actually know. How schools respond to the requirement of mandated tests affects how 
students now experience school, and this is apparent in the stories of the three case study 
participants.  
A productive learning environment for students who are beginning to read 
provides students with the opportunity to engage in meaningful literacy activities, and to 
interact with their peers and teachers around varied texts, including print, media and 
digital (Elish-Piper et al. 2013).  None of the case study participants experienced this kind 
of enriched environment in their literacy instruction because their districts chose, albeit 
with good intentions, a commercially marketed curriculum as a means of providing the 
only method of reading instruction, and teachers are expected to use it with fidelity.  
When the case study participants did not respond quickly to this singular method of 
instruction, they were identified as struggling readers, and it appears that any opportunity 
for them to develop a passion for reading was lost.  This lack of passion for reading is 
something that now impacts their experience with secondary academic literacy 
expectations. 
Students’ experience with tests.  It is ironic that had Sam not been self aware of 
his continuing difficulty with the academic reading and writing requirements of high 
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school, he would not have received the additional support from the Reading Enrichment 
class.  His standardized test scores were not low enough to indicate that his difficulties 
fell into the danger range of scores that is the usual impetus for districts to implement 
reading interventions for students.  
As a low average reader, Sam’s scores did not threaten to undercut the school’s 
state assessment report. His test scores indicated that his performance met the standards 
that the state identified as proficient. This level of proficiency, however, does not reflect 
a high level of expertise in reading, a level students need to reach in order to read 
increasingly complex texts, both in high school and later in college.  The level deemed 
acceptable by the state actually creates a model of low, or limited expectations for 
students. 
 When educators limit themselves to using the results of a standardized test as the 
only measure of student needs, students such as Sam become virtually invisible.  In 
conversations with students about standards based classroom instruction, the students 
spoke of  “feeling absent or invisible in the school literacy instruction and activities” 
(Elish-Piper et al. 2013, p. 5).  Sam’s scores were good enough, but good enough does 
not equate with the level of reading expertise needed to make sense of difficult texts. 
Sam’s experience informed his understanding of this reality, and since he had an empty 
class period to fill in his schedule he voluntarily chose to take Reading Enrichment.  
Otherwise, Sam would have received no additional support to address his difficulties with 
academic literacy. 
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  Faced with having to take tests of any kind, content area or standardized, is 
something that triggers differing degrees of stress and anxiety for Cody.  This stress is a 
result of his repeated poor performances on tests and state standardized assessments, 
something he has dealt with since he was in elementary school.  The language arts 
curriculum he experienced in the elementary grades assesses students regularly on 
specific reading skill sets, so Cody has had years of experience of failure to achieve by 
the criteria of this curriculum. Cody expresses that not doing well on tests still elicits a 
sense of wanting to give up. 
Throughout Cody’s school experience, however, he has had the support of his 
parents and extended family, and as a high school student he has begun to develop 
concrete goals that provide a purpose for him to persevere in his efforts to overcome his 
difficulties with academic literacy. Cody is developing positive academic agency and 
does not resist reading, or learning and implementing strategies that will help his 
comprehension.  These qualities and conditions put Cody outside the usual definition of a 
struggling reader, and illustrate the reality that there is no one, single way to define a 
struggling reader.  This is all the more reason why educators need to discern and meet the 
specific needs of all students who struggle in order to avoid the assumption that one 
approach will work for all learners. 
After being identified as a struggling reader early in his elementary school 
experience, Steve was placed in reading intervention classes that from his description, 
involved little teacher-student interaction.  What he did experience was curricula that was 
evidently implemented, or at least supervised by an adult that repetitively drilled him, and 
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the other students in the class, on easily measured reading literacy skills.  Although bored 
by the experience, after several years of this format of reading intervention, Steve felt he 
could read satisfactorily.  His indifferent attitude toward reading for either pleasure or for 
content area knowledge, however, was an attitude shaped by this early experience. 
Additionally, his standardized test scores did not reflect his sense of mastery. 
The anxiety Steve now experiences that impacts his growth in academic literacy is 
generated by his many years of low performance on all forms of assessments. This stress 
inhibits his ability to gain confidence in his ability to function academically.  So much so, 
that as he expressed, he essentially shuts down and is unable find the motivation to 
complete homework that might support his ability to perform well on tests and 
assessments.  Since assessments and low test scores have become the primary measure of 
Steve’s academic identity, this shapes Steve’s sense of being unable to view himself as a 
competent learner. 
When the Glenley school district chose to adopt a commercial curriculum, a 
scripted curriculum, it was a choice made in a search for the best way to prepare their 
students to perform well on the mandated assessments.  This choice was made with the 
best of intentions, but the process of making the choice involved just an examination of 
the curriculum and its claims of efficacy in enabling students to perform well on 
standardized tests.  What were overlooked are both the complex process of actually 
providing students the personalized reading instruction individual learners need, and the 
eclectic nature of the students themselves.  At risk are the academic literacy attainments 
of too many students, as illustrated in the stories of Sam, Cody and Steve.  
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In summary, when I asked all three participants about their earliest memories of 
reading, all three related good memories of being read to at home by either parents or 
older siblings.  Sam and Cody both specifically remember already recognizing certain 
words when they began Kindergarten.  The fact that all three were identified as struggling 
readers early in elementary shaped their self-perceptions of themselves as readers and it 
shaped the instruction they received.  All three received instruction and interventions 
with the intent to facilitate their growth in literacy, yet all three reached high school still 
struggling with academic literacy. 
All three students expressed that the best learning environment is one where they 
experience a sense of mutual respect between the teacher and students.  Cody related how 
he virtually shuts down when a teacher begins yelling at students, and Steve appears to 
still be adjusting to a school environment where he is not invisible and where teachers 
work with him directly to help him with his academic difficulties. 
Sam’s experience with standardized tests that addressed the state’s language arts 
standards left him with an unusual dilemma.  He scored adequately to meet the standards, 
but still struggled to meet demanding high school academic expectations.  Cody and 
Steve both experience a considerable amount of stress surrounding the outcome of 
standardized testing as well as regular classroom tests.  Learning how to overcome the 
scholastic paralysis that this stress fosters is one of the hurdles both are trying to 
surmount as part of their efforts to improve their academic literacy.  The elementary 
curricula and reading interventions the district provided was geared toward improving 
students’ test scores, yet did not appear to meet the needs of these three students. 
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The three case study participants are adolescents dealing in their individual ways 
with the difficulties they are experiencing with academic literacy.  Their stories have 
much to offer those who look to students’ experiences, and to students’ voices to inform 
their decisions about how to develop effective literacy interventions for older students, 
and how to foster effective early literacy programs to help young students “come to see 
themselves as thriving readers . . . and to treat all as capable and competent [learners]” 
(Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009, p. 12).  There is no one size fits all solution for the 
difficulties that Sam, Cody and Steve have with academic literacy, or for the numbers of 
other students who have their own unique struggles.  If we heed the insights gained by 
listening to students’ voices, however, solutions can be explored and tried, and tried yet 
again until teachers are able to provide the support each student deserves.  
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Chapter 8 
Summary, Discussion, and Recommendations 
Searching for the Key 
 The title of this final chapter comes from the introduction of a book, Handbook of 
Adolescent Literacy Research (Christenbury et al. 2009).  In the book’s introductory 
remarks about research that focuses on the “multiple, complex and generous 
understanding of literacy” (p. 8), particularly as it relates to adolescent literacy, the 
authors use an old joke about the drunkard’s search for his lost key.  They use this joke as 
an analogy for the quest to find reading interventions that will produce improvement in 
test scores in all students regardless of their individual environments or backgrounds.  
The joke reads that rather than searching for his lost key where he dropped it, the 
drunkard looks under a lamppost because the light is better.  The authors then point out: 
For many in the field of adolescent literacy research, looking for the key involves 
locating settings of adolescent literacy and then using investigatory approaches 
that permit the study to capture what happens there.  Contrast that outlook with 
one that commits first to a set of research procedures considered scientific and an 
expectation that adolescent literacy will appear when bidden within a research 
study, instructional treatment, or test administration [emphasis mine].  The 
light may be good under such conditions, but that does not make such contexts the 
only places to search for the key. (Christenbury et al. 2009. p. 9) 
 
I find that this statement encompasses the tension that exists in efforts to find the key to 
helping students who struggle with literacy.  Do we find answers in scientific researched 
curricula or do we find answers within the student experience? 
The purpose of this study is to gain and to share insight from three participants’ 
experience with school and of their difficulties with academic literacy in order to inform 
the practice of those who are searching for ways to support adolescents who struggle with 
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the literacy expectations of high school.  As a teacher-researcher the location of this 
study, my classroom, is in a district that, like many other school districts, has been 
encouraged to look under the lamppost of marketed curricula for the lost key to help 
students who struggle, rather than where the key was dropped, among the experiences of 
the students themselves. 
The fact that the three participants were successfully taught to decode words but 
still struggle with academic literacy underscores why educators need to avoid what Stake 
(2006) notes is a search for generalizations, because this often precedes the search for 
causes.  In this study, there is not a causal search for the reasons the students struggle, 
because the danger then is to oversimplify their individual experiences with academic 
literacy.  It is the effort to look for single causes that can lead to settling for one-size fits 
all approaches to help students who struggle with reading. 
This study avoids looking under the metaphorical lamppost to attempt to find easy 
solutions to complex literacy problems. Instead it looks at the outcomes of what each 
student’s perception of his experience with literacy education has been within their own 
contexts.  From this examination educators can extrapolate insight that will assist them in 
understanding other students’ experiences, as well as to find greater understanding as to 
why students enter high school and struggle with academic literacy.  The search for 
efficacious ways to support struggling students begins with listening to and considering 
students’ perspectives of their experiences with school. 
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Summary 
Chapter 1.  Chapter 1 presented the context for this study, which is informed by 
my 25+ years as an English/Language Arts teacher, and my efforts to develop and teach a 
reading intervention class for high school students.  My initial doctoral research for the 
study was guided by the following questions: What can teachers do to help support 
students who struggle with academic literacy in secondary school settings?  How do 
students who struggle with secondary academic literacy expectations view themselves as 
readers and as learners? How can we use insights we gain from listening to these 
students’ stories to inform and improve our approach to educating struggling students?  
The initial research in adolescent literacy led to case study research that focused on the 
experience of three students in my Reading Enrichment Class 
Chapter 2.  Chapter 2 surveys research that examines components of academic 
literacy, and how and why adolescents implement positive or negative academic agency 
and gain or do not gain an academic identity.  Included in the review of research 
literature is that which supports the critical importance of personalized reading 
instruction at all levels for students who struggle to read.  Chapter 2 also addresses 
research that reinforces the idea that an important element in creating an environment 
where the best teaching and learning occurs is that of establishing mutually respectful 
relationships between teachers and students.  Research indicates that the inordinate focus 
on the use of standardized assessments that have emerged since the No Child Left Behind 
legislation has had adverse consequences for both student/teacher connections, and on the 
motivation of students who struggle with academic literacy. 
159 
	  
Chapter 3.  Chapter 3 explains the methodology and the theoretical framework of 
this study.  The use of narrative inquiry within the context of case study research 
provided the framework to examine the school experience of three students who 
struggled with the academic literacy expectations of high school content area classes.  I 
gathered data by conducting extensive interviews with three participants, and in addition 
took classroom observation notes and collected student work as artifacts.  
Through cross case analysis, themes emerged which include the insight that the 
students’ early experiences with literacy instruction impacted how each responds to the 
literacy expectations of high school.  Another theme involves the consequences of 
whether the students’ experiences with teachers are positive and nurturing.  A third theme 
examines the consequences of the focus on standardized testing on the quality of 
instruction the participants experienced as well as on their motivation to persevere in 
their work to improve their academic literacy skills.  The goal of this dissertation is to 
inform discussion about educational practice and policy, and to tell the stories of these 
three students so educators can gain insight about how best we can support struggling 
students. 
Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are case studies of Sam, Cody and 
Steve, written as narrative biographies of each of the participants’ school experience.  
Each participant’s case study includes their accounts of early literacy instruction, and 
experiences with making the transition to high school academic literacy expectations.  
Each narrative also includes their experiences with academic motivation. All of the 
participants are enrolled in my Reading Enrichment class, a class I developed for Glenley 
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high school as a way to help support students who struggled with the reading and writing 
expectations of high school.   
Chapter 7.  Chapter 7 presents the cross case study analysis of the participants’ 
narrative school biographies and identified the following themes that emerged from this 
analysis:  
1. Students’ subsequent difficulties with academic literacy expectations are 
shaped by their elementary school experiences with literacy instruction, which 
influence their identities as readers and learners. 
2. Adolescents’ academic motivation is shaped by whether they experience 
school as a nurturing or threatening influence as well as by the support they do 
or do not receive from parents and teachers. 
3. Assessments and assessment driven curricula can profoundly shape students’ 
experience with academic literacy and school in general. 
Discussion and Recommendations 
What made an indelible impression on me about the experiences of the three case 
study participants was the fact that none of them exhibited any learning disabilities, all of 
them come from middle-class home environments with parents who support literacy, yet 
all entered high school genuinely struggling to meet literacy expectations.  These three 
students are not the only students I experienced during the time period of this study who 
have difficulty with academic reading and writing.  There are other students enrolled with 
the participants in my Reading Enrichment class and a number of other students who 
161 
	  
could benefit from more personalized literacy support, but the class was full after early 
registration. 
 The apparent student need for Reading Enrichment at Glenley reflects an 
unintended consequence of No Child Left Behind, which is more and more alliterate 
students, or those who are able to read but choose not to.  “State and national initiatives 
linked to NCLB Act of 2001 created schools in which lessons are focused primarily on 
improving reading test scores.  As a result, instruction has been narrowed and made even 
more mind-numbing than in earlier eras” (Gallagher, 2009, p. vii).  None of my case 
study students gained a love of reading from their early elementary school experiences 
with literacy instruction. Without developing a well-established pattern of regular, 
voluntary reading, as happens with any unpracticed skill, their ability to read atrophies to 
a level where challenging academic texts are uninteresting and very difficult to decode 
and comprehend.  This situation creates long-term academic consequences for all three 
students who have individual goals to attend college. The long-term consequences also 
have broader implications that deserve consideration. 
Study’s implications for literacy in a democratic society.  A bigger picture 
exists that makes the experiences of these three case study participants important stories 
to consider as we reflect on the critical impact of literacy in a democracy. Universal 
literacy is a key component of a well-functioning democratic society.  A fundamental 
precept is that democracy works best when citizens are educated, informed, and willing 
to participate in informed discourse about issues that impact their society.  Kuhn (2005) 
tells us: 
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 To prepare our youth to engage in effective debate of the important issues that 
 arise in their local and global communities is to prepare them to think well, 
 individually and especially collaboratively, and to value doing so, as a means of 
 maximizing individual and societal welfare. (p. 12) 
 
Access to enriched literacy education is arguably the cornerstone of the ability of citizens 
to engage in self-governance.   
 John Dewey (2008) recognized this nearly 100 years ago when his classic work, 
Democracy and Education was first published in 1916. His philosophy on education 
included recognition of how important access to excellent schools and education that 
fostered critical thinking was for everyone in a free society. 
No one doubts, theoretically, the importance of fostering in school good habits of 
thinking. Thinking which is not connected . . . with learning more about ourselves 
and the world in which we live . . . leaves a man at the mercy of his routine habits 
and of the authoritative control of others, . . . who are not especially scrupulous as 
to their means of achievement. (p. 135) 
 
Current literacy research warns us that there are a growing number of people from all 
socioeconomic and educational backgrounds who are capable of reading but who choose 
not to.  A non-reading society presents the danger of people moving away from being an 
engaged populace, an occurrence that could ultimately erode a well-functioning 
democracy.  
Aliteracy reflects a change in cultural values and a loss of skills, both of 
which threaten the processes of a free and democratic society.  Literacy . . . knits  
people together, giving them a common culture . . . and provides people with the 
intellectual tools used to question, challenge, understand, disagree, and arrive at 
consensus.  In short, it allows people to participate in an exchange of ideas.  A 
democratic nation is weakened when fewer and fewer citizens can participate in 
such an exchange.  Aliteracy leads inexorably to a two-tiered society: the 
knowledgeable elite and the masses.  It makes a common culture illusory or 
impossible; it erodes the basis for effective decision-making and participation in 
the democratic process. (Baroody, 1984, quoted in Beers 2005, p. ix) 
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Reading Baroody’s words reminds me of the aliterate society depicted in Huxley’s 
prescient novel Brave New World (1932), a book I shared with students in my senior 
English classes for 28 years.  In this story, people were created and engineered to fit into 
a caste system where those of the lowest working classes were given only the intelligence 
necessary to work efficiently in menial jobs. Reading of any kind did not occur among 
the lower castes. Those in the two upper level castes were taught to read only what would 
allow them to function in their more sophisticated jobs, but they were systematically 
conditioned to despise all other kinds of reading.  Only the ten World Controllers had 
access to literature and research and to ideas contained in these books.  Even so, the 
books were kept locked up so no one accidentally gained access to them. This fictional 
brave new world is a very stable society where there is no crime or stress, but the people 
have become soul-less consumers of commercially produced forms of distraction. 
While Huxley’s vision of an aliterate, consumerist society is dire, nonetheless the 
implications of the experiences each of the three case study participants have had with 
literacy education encourages educators to examine the divisions that exist in what 
constitutes effective reading instruction.  I am reminded of a conversation I had with 
some of my colleagues who taught elementary school at Glenley about whether our 
scripted elementary reading curriculum was providing the best foundation for students to 
become skilled readers.  One colleague commented that the elementary reading test 
scores were going up, which indicated the students were learning to read.  My response 
was and is a phrase I heard first during a conversation I had with Dr. Kathleen Wilson: 
“This depends upon your definition of what it means to read”.  
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Sam, Cody and Steve were all identified as struggling readers because they did 
not respond easily to the only reading instruction their schools provided.  As adolescents 
they are able to read, to pronounce words and to make meaning from these words, albeit 
with some difficulty, so from one perspective they were successfully taught to read.  My 
sense is, however, having taught them in both English classes and in Reading 
Enrichment, they have yet to become fully aware of the possibilities that are open to them 
as independent readers and thinkers, and to the satisfaction that can result from using this 
thinking to become engaged members of our democracy.   
It is this affective aspect of reading and literacy that was not fully addressed by 
the curriculum used in the early instruction the participants received, and an outcome is 
that three students now struggle to improve or even to attain higher levels of academic 
literacy.  A similar consequence occurring nationwide is the challenge that needs to be 
addressed because, “This downward spiral is difficult to break especially as state-
mandated minimum competency tests force many teachers to think they should focus 
more on reading skills than on reading pleasure” (Beers, 2007, p. 2).  Recommendations 
on how to break this spiral constitute the remainder of Chapter 8. 
Good teaching eclipses commercial curricula.  Reading research 
overwhelmingly indicates that the best way to provide students with effective literacy 
instruction lies not in any one method or curriculum, but with the teacher (Allington, 
2013; Duffy & Hoffman, 1999; Elish-Piper et al. 2013; Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009; 
Lenters, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, What Works Clearinghouse, 2012).  The 
best instruction occurs when teachers are skilled in using various methods of reading 
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instruction, especially at the elementary level, and implement these methods based upon 
the assessed needs of his/her individual students.  Districts need to allow teachers to 
become less dependent upon packaged, scripted curricula.  Providing high-quality 
professional development that supports teachers’ acquisition and use of research 
supported literacy strategies and activities is an important step in providing all students 
with the literacy instruction that will meet each student’s needs. 
It is adaptive teaching that extensive research recognizes as being the most 
effective for literacy instruction (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999).  Duffy and Hoffman 
acknowledge that in Duffy’s early research in the 1980’s, indicators pointed toward 
explicit instruction as an effective method of helping low-ability students.  If explicit 
instruction could be packaged and required of all teachers, it appeared the light was 
shining on a key to effective universal literacy instruction.  Further research, however, 
revealed that the most effective teachers used explicit instruction at times, and in other 
situations were less explicit. What made them effective was their ability to adapt to the 
situation, and to the specific needs of their students.  The ability to adapt to students’ 
needs is not something that can be packaged, but it is a hallmark of excellent teachers and 
excellent teaching. 
By its nature, teaching is not an exact science.  Nor are children passive vessels 
that universally respond in the same way, every day to instruction.  In this age of 
accountability, however, those involved in educational policy decisions, from politicians 
to principals, keep looking for a universal key under the lamppost of simplicity to make 
sure all children can read.  This is much easier than it is to look within the complex, 
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somewhat messy, very human world that teachers and students inhabit every day in our 
classrooms.   
People in government are particularly prone to the search for simplified ways to 
gain and process information about student and district literacy success because of the 
desire to have easy ways to account for the tax generated dollars involved in federal 
support to education (Christenbury et al. 2009).  The research that is applied to support 
the use of singular approaches is what is referred to as the gold standard. Scientific 
research methods that are used effectively in medical research have been incorporated as 
the preferred method for educational research.  It is this research that has precipitated the 
push for schools to adopt one-size-fits all literacy curricula and reading interventions in 
efforts to ensure that the considerable amount of money spent will result in predictable 
results, not only on a local scale, but also on a national scale.  
This approach to literacy education and interventions is seductive because of its 
simplicity, and unfortuntately there are teachers who respond to these methods because 
this approach to instruction does not demand the critical thought and hard work that 
comes with recognizing that “one size does not fit all” (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999. p. 12). 
Essentially, all teachers are expected to do is to follow a script. 
The problem is there is no valid research to support the claims that these 
commercially produced curricula and interventions provide the best or only answer to 
making sure our students develop the ability to read, and eventually to reach higher levels 
of academic literacy (Allington, 2013; Elish-Piper et al. 2013). The experiences of the 
three case study participants with curricula and interventions affirm this concern. Literacy 
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research is clear in its finding that the key to quality literacy education cannot be found in 
a specific method or curriculum, but with skilled teachers and their ability to assess and 
address the specific needs of their students. 
Provide teachers with what they need.  One reason why commercially produced 
curricula and scripted approaches to literacy instruction are seeing such widespread use 
and acceptance appears to be because of a public perception that many teachers are 
incompetent. Requiring all teachers to use pre-prepared teaching content and methods 
gives some policy makers the sense that a standardized approach takes the risk out of 
leaving teachers to their own devices (Hammerness et al. 2005).  Teachers are complex 
individuals, just as their students are, and there is no realistic way to standardize either 
the ability or quality of literacy teachers.  There are, however, ways to provide educators 
the foundation and support needed to bring out the best in them as well as in their 
students. 
 Effective university and college teacher education programs help pre-service 
teachers become professionals who are what they call “adaptive experts” (Hammerness, 
et al. 2005, p. 359).  This is especially important for literacy teachers.  High quality 
teacher education programs help teachers learn the process of putting what they know 
into action.  It would be nearly impossible for pre-service literacy teachers to learn every 
single research supported strategy and activity available to teach their students in the 
areas of phonics, word identification, comprehension, fluency and writing. However, it is 
possible and necessary that teacher education programs provide a solid foundation on 
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which pre-service literacy teachers can build their knowledge base and their sense of 
being lifelong learners. 
 Once teachers are in the classroom, school districts can provide working 
conditions that are conducive to teachers having the opportunity to work closely with 
individual students and, whenever possible, with master teachers.  The opportunity for 
teachers to work closely with students involves districts ensuring small class size, 
especially at the lower elementary level.  While classroom aides can be beneficial to 
teachers and students in many ways, their responsibilities should not include 
implementing literacy instruction or interventions, even if it involves simply reading a 
script.  Too often struggling readers are placed with aides or paraprofessionals who 
administer reading interventions (Allington, 2013).  This practice puts children who need 
the most help with literacy with people who are least expert in being able to provide this 
help. This is a human rights issue. Marginalized children who struggle with reading are 
subject to “mind-numbing drill and memorization, scattershot instruction ill suited to 
their strengths or to their needs” (Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009, p. 6).  School districts 
need to allow teachers the opportunity to provide enriched literacy instruction for all 
students, but particularly for those who struggle. 
Another important provision that supports the development of teaching excellence 
is to make sure teachers have access to high quality professional development in literacy 
instruction, and regular opportunities to collaborate with other teachers about 
instructional strategies and activities that work well for them in their literacy instruction 
(Gambrell et al. 2007). In larger school districts, if implemented well, Professional 
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Learning Communities can support this collaboration. In rural schools, districts could 
facilitate professional collaboration by creating on-line Professional Learning 
Communities among teachers in area districts. 
Additionally, at the upper elementary and secondary level, content area teachers 
should understand that literacy is cross-curricular and disciplinary.  Quality professional 
development can enhance literacy support in all disciplines and help educators 
incorporate reading and writing strategies into their content-area repertoire of teaching 
methods (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013; Jetton & Shanahan, 2012).  Academic literacy is not 
limited to the Language Arts disciplines, and providing students with support as they 
develop their skills in academic literacy, and their overall academic identity is the 
responsibility of teachers throughout a school system.   
Teaching as relational.  Providing skilled teachers is an important first step in 
providing a quality education for students, but creating a nurturing educational climate, 
one based upon mutual trust and respect, is as important to student growth as are the 
skilled teachers and enriched curricula.  The impact school has upon students’ lives 
cannot be underestimated, and much of this impact, positive or negative, is a result of 
teacher/student relationships (Elish-Piper et al. 2013).  The quality of teacher-student 
relationships has a significant effect on students’ mental health.  Teachers who create 
caring learning environments, and who model positive behavior are more likely to have 
students who experience less anxiety, have more positive attitudes toward school and 
higher achievement levels (Elish-Piper et al. 2013). Effective teachers exhibit genuine 
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interest in students and their lives, and use the knowledge they gain about their students 
to help plan lessons and implement teaching strategies. 
 The current trend of school districts that compels teachers to prioritize test scores, 
however, does little to foster healthy teacher/student connections.  Making test scores a 
priority shifts the focus away from students as individuals (Elish-Piper et al. 2013), and 
subjects them to the sense that they are virtually invisible as people, and only important 
as test score data. While the effects of prioritizing test scores can be difficult to work 
around, there are excellent teachers all over the country who are doing just that, and 
working hard to create classroom environments that are based on mutual trust and 
respect. 
 Having true respect for children is to seek out and value their accomplishments 
(Hawkins, 2002).  Accomplishments are much more than students’ standardized test 
scores, and children can tell the difference between teachers who genuinely care for 
them, and those who are not interested (Van Manen, 1991).  Students will respond 
positively to a caring environment, and among other aspects of what Van Manen (1991) 
refers to as pedagogical tact, he encourages educators to provide students a sense of 
connectedness by providing them the educational space to make choices and decisions.  
He also notes how important it is to allow students a chance to develop academic agency 
with guidance from teachers rather than merely passively absorbing information in order 
to score well on a given assessment. Teachers can focus on learning about individual 
students by suspending their own beliefs, feelings and biases (Thayer-Bacon, 2004), and 
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using what they learn to help strengthen what is good in students and to sponsor students’ 
personal growth.   
The participants in this study all experienced school in a small school 
environment where teachers, including myself, have opportunities to know students both 
inside and outside the school environment.  While educators in large school districts must 
rely on opportunities within the school experience to know their students, the positive 
effects for teachers and students are worth the effort it takes to know and listen to 
students as individual learners. The positive effects for students who have teachers who 
are able to establish a trusting, respectful classroom environment are evident in the study 
participants’ response to their own experience with educators who genuinely care about 
their students, and those who do not.  Creating a positive school and classroom climate is 
possible regardless of, or perhaps in spite of districts placing such high priority on test 
score results.  
Reassess the priority given to assessments.  Recommendations pertaining to 
reassessing the priority that schools, states and the federal government place on high-
stakes standardized testing takes a first, necessary look at the purpose of assessments.  In 
my experience, and that of millions of educators, assessments traditionally served the 
purpose of providing a way to gain diagnostic information about our students as (Ravitch, 
2010).  Educators use assessments to determine whether students need further instruction, 
or different instruction to meet our disciplinary instructional goals.  Tests are a way to 
gauge learning and the level of knowledge our students have attained. 
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 The current purpose of high-stakes assessments has now shifted into becoming a 
way to hold teachers and districts publicly accountable for whether their students are 
reaching arbitrarily established benchmark scores that rate skills in literacy and math 
(Ravitch (2010).  This shift has pushed schools into narrowing their curricula to fit the 
strictures of the standardized test that are by nature not precise instruments of student 
learning.   
 The goal of schools has now become the ability to produce higher test scores on 
these standardized tests in order to let the public know their children attend a successful 
school. The possibility of whether it is realistic to believe that a single test score can 
actually show what a student has learned, the worth of his/her teachers, and the worth of 
the school (Beers, 2013) does not appear to be under question.  If we define what matters 
in education only by what can be measured in a multiple-choice test, we are in serious 
trouble. “When that happens, we tend to forget that schools are responsible for shaping 
character, developing sound minds in healthy bodies, and forming citizens for our 
democracy, not just for teaching basic skills” (Ravitch, 2010, p. 167). 
 If subjects are not included on the tests, they are not being taught (Au, 2010).  In 
many districts this includes enriching classes such as art, music, theatre, and civics.  He 
describes that what is now happening in our public schools, because of the 
institutionalized focus on high-stakes tests, is top down bureaucratic control that devalues 
teacher expertise, devalues the diverse experiences of students, and devalues the sense of 
importance of the individual students and teachers and their place in the context of their 
school experience.  He views these developments as essentially undemocratic.  These are 
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strong words, but the participants’ experience in this study reflect the consequences of 
narrowed curricula and an emphasis on basic literacy skills that has left them nearing the 
end of their school experience still lacking the higher level skills they need to function 
well in post-secondary education. 
 The issue of high-stakes testing is complex, and it is important that informed 
conversations about its impact on schools happen. These conversations need to include 
the voices of all stakeholders, including teachers and students.  There is disappointment 
among students and teachers over the realization that schools now represent places where 
students are taught how to pass a test.  No longer is it about “creating lifelong learners 
who are passionate about reading and writing, about science and math; who love the arts; 
who ache to know about the world, about our history, about our geography” (Beers, 2013, 
p. 266). I place myself with Beers and many other educators who want students to be able 
to pass any test put before them, but to have that happen because of what they learned in 
enriched, rewarding contexts. 
Opportunities for further research.  The keys to providing quality literacy 
instruction for all students can be found within the experiences of students.  Insights from 
their experiences can guide high-quality teaching.  Note that the word “keys” is plural.  
There is no one key, and the dictates of high-stakes tests of basic skills will not provide 
answers for what constitutes best literacy education practice. 
 Further research studies on how students who struggle with academic literacy 
experience school will shed more light on our search for keys to unlock each student’s 
potential.  We need to move away from models of “teaching as covering rather than 
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discovering; and a top down model of education in which policy makers far away from 
classrooms impose their to do lists” (Kohn, 2015, p. 2).  Teacher-research can provide a 
valuable and valid complement to scholastic research on exploring methods that can 
provide the best literacy support for students.  
In the past year I have had the opportunity to develop and teach a class for a small 
university’s Masters in Education with Literacy Emphasis degree program.  This class 
allows teachers to perform their own research on literacy theory and applications and to 
work one on one with a student to help him/her with literacy needs.  The focus on test 
scores is set aside for sixteen weeks, and teachers work to develop a trusting, working 
relationship with a student, assess his or her literacy needs, and implement strategies and 
activities that address this student’s individual literacy needs. 
The response from the teachers taking this class has been overwhelmingly 
positive as they reflect upon how they experience the opportunity to move away from a 
prescribed curriculum and discover ways to enrich their literacy interventions based on 
what they learn about their student through interviews, observations and formative 
assessments.  From the teachers’ written accounts of their experiences, the responses of 
their students have been positive as well.  More such practitioner research is possible in 
schools around the country, and could provide much needed student and teacher voice in 
the nationwide discussion on how we can best ensure a highly literate, civically engaged 
populace. 
Reflections on the warrant for conclusions.  My professional identity as a 
teacher provided me with the opportunity to work with hundreds of students over the 28 
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years I spent in secondary education.  By the time these students reached my high school 
English classroom, each had been shaped and influenced by a number of experiences 
both in and out of school that impacted their literacy growth.  I understood this then and I 
understand now that students are not mere producers of data, and because of their 
individual experiences, literacy education does not lend itself to one size fits all methods 
at any stage of a student’s education.   
I challenge all educators to recognize the uniqueness of each of their students, and 
to understand that there are lasting consequences for these individuals if they acquiesce to 
the pressure to accept the status quo in literacy curricula, and forgo exploring methods 
and strategies that will address the individual needs of each student.  What is expedient in 
today’s educational climate may not be advantageous for students in our classrooms. 
Lest we forget for whom we work, teachers, administrators and policy makers 
must listen to our children, our students. I believe our children to be our nation’s most 
valuable, precious resource.  As George Wood (Wood & Strauss, 2013) stated in remarks 
to his teaching staff “Schools should be a place for all sorts of kindness” (p. 2).  What 
could be more kind than to genuinely listen to our students and allow their stories to 
inform our efforts to improve their school experience with academic literacy? 
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Appendix J 
Interview	  Protocol What	  I	  (research	  practitioner)	  will	  say	  to	  the	  student	  participant:	  As	  you	  know,	  the	  primary	  purpose	  of	  my	  study	  is	  to	  discover	  ways	  I	  can	  improve	  instruction	  in	  Reading	  Enrichment	  to	  increase	  students’	  interest	  and	  engagement	  in	  academic	  reading	  and	  writing	  expectations.	  One	  way	  I	  hope	  to	  improve	  my	  instruction	  is	  to	  gain	  insight	  and	  understanding	  about	  your	  school	  life	  experiences	  with	  the	  reading	  and	  writing	  expectations	  you	  have	  encountered.	  I	  am	  interested	  in	  learning	  from	  your	  experience.	  I’ve	  planned	  that	  each	  interview	  will	  last	  no	  longer	  than	  one	  hour.	  With	  your	  permission,	  I	  will	  audio-­‐record	  each	  interview.	  I	  will	  transcribe	  each	  interview	  and	  use	  the	  data	  for	  my	  research.	  Anything	  you	  say	  will	  be	  held	  in	  the	  strictest	  confidence,	  and	  no	  one	  besides	  my	  advisor,	  Dr.	  Stephen	  Swidler,	  and	  myself	  will	  have	  access	  to	  the	  recordings	  or	  the	  transcripts.	  In	  the	  transcripts,	  your	  name	  will	  be	  protected	  by	  a	  pseudonym	  as	  well	  as	  the	  names	  of	  the	  school	  and	  our	  community.	  They	  will	  be	  kept	  either	  locked	  in	  a	  file	  cabinet	  or	  in	  a	  password-­‐	  sensitive	  file	  on	  my	  computer.	  After	  I	  finish	  writing	  my	  dissertation,	  all	  data	  will	  be	  destroyed.	  Do	  you	  have	  any	  questions?	  Remember,	  you	  may	  end	  your	  participation	  at	  any	  time	  with	  absolutely	  no	  penalty	  in	  grades	  or	  standing	  in	  the	  Reading	  Enrichment	  class.	   To	  begin	  could	  you	  please	  recount	  the	  earliest	  memories	  you	  have	  about	  school.	   What	  was	  your	  favorite	  subject	  in	  elementary	  school?	  What	  did	  you	  enjoy	  most	  about	  elementary	  school?	  Describe	  activities	  associated	  with	  reading	  and	  writing	  that	  you	  enjoyed.	  Describe	  any	  memories	  of	  experiences	  with	  reading	  and	  writing	  that	  you	  did	  not	  enjoy.	   
Questions	  for	  subsequent	  interviews	  could	  include:	   What	  are	  your	  earliest	  memories	  of	  learning	  to	  read?	  What	  are	  your	  earliest	  memories	  of	  learning	  to	  write	  for	  school?	   What	  are	  the	  significant	  experiences	  you	  have	  had	  in	  school	  with	  reading	  and	  writing?	   How	  have	  your	  experiences	  with	  reading	  and	  writing	  expectations	  changed	  from	  elementary	  school	  to	  middle	  school?	  From	  middle	  school	  to	  high	  school?	   Explain	  your	  understanding	  of	  why	  academic	  reading	  and	  writing	  is	  a	  fundamental	  requirement	  for	  high	  school	  content	  area	  classes.	  How	  do	  you	  view	  the	  importance	  of	  what	  you	  do	  in	  the	  assigned	  reading	  and	  writing?	   Based	  on	  the	  subjects’	  answers	  to	  the	  questions	  in	  each	  interview,	  I	  will	  formulate	  follow-­‐up,	  open-­‐ended	  questions	  both	  for	  the	  current	  interview	  and	  for	  subsequent	  interviews	  with	  each	  participant.	  The	  purpose	  of	  these	  interviews	  is	  to	  allow	  each	  participant	  to	  communicate	  his	  experience	  with	  reading	  and	  writing	  throughout	  his	  school	  experience.	   
 
